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Chapter 1: The Stray

I woke to the sound of Kevin barking at a plant.

Not at a stranger. Not at a Warden. Not at the Stability Division’s unnervingly average surveillance team. At a plant. Specifically, at Nia’s fern, which had grown another six inches overnight and was now pressing its fronds against the hallway ceiling like a prisoner testing the bars of its cell.

Kevin stood on his hind legs, nose-to-leaf with the fern, and barked with the authority of a registered dimensional familiar who had decided this particular botanical intrusion constituted a jurisdictional violation.

The fern didn’t move. It didn’t need to. It had already won the hallway.

I lay still for three seconds, taking stock of the apartment through the Constellation’s ambient hum. Lyra was beside me, blonde hair fanned across the pillow, her tail curled around my wrist in sleep. Cherry was behind her, somehow managing to drape herself across both of us despite being the smallest person in the bed — her E-cup tits pressed against Lyra’s back, pink hair everywhere, one wing halfheartedly extended across the headboard. Raven was absent from the bed but her shadows were pooled in the closet corner — she’d retreated to her nest sometime after midnight, probably when Cherry’s unconscious Charm Voice murmured “more” at 3 AM and made the coffee maker in the kitchen gurgle.

Morgana was awake. I could feel her — a deep, focused pulse from the study, her frequency unmistakable. She’d been up for hours, judging by the intensity. Priya’s frequency hummed nearby, the archive-warm crackle of a Lore Class who’d never known a world without walls of books. Sera was quiet, meditative, near Nia’s meditation mat. Aldric’s signature was flat and resigned — the frequency of a man who’d been sleeping on a fold-out couch for weeks and had passed through anger, through bargaining, and arrived at something that bordered on spiritual enlightenment.

And in the kitchen, on the floor, curled against the cabinet under the sink with Kevin’s emergency water bowl six inches from her head — the new one.

Kira.

She’d been in my apartment for approximately fourteen hours. In that time, she had spoken exactly nineteen words (I counted), eaten two bowls of Lyra’s soup and a sleeve of Mrs. Peterson’s macadamia cookies, declined every offer of a bed or couch or mat, and chosen the kitchen floor as her sleeping spot. Not because she didn’t have options — Nia had offered her meditation mat, Cherry had offered her side of the bed (accompanied by a comprehensive tour of Jake’s body as an incentive that made Aldric choke on his coffee), and even Aldric had offered the couch with a grimace that suggested the offer caused him physical pain.

Kira had looked at each offer with those shuttered amber eyes, weighed the exits and sightlines of each proposed sleeping location, and then walked into the kitchen and lay down on the tile next to the refrigerator.

“She can see the front door from there,” Raven had observed from her shadow-corner, her voice carrying the quiet recognition of a fellow survivor. “And the window over the sink. Two escape routes.”

“The floor is cold,” Cherry had protested. “Jake, tell her the floor is cold!”

“The floor is cold,” I’d said.

Kira had already been asleep. Or pretending to be. Kevin had settled beside her without hesitation, pressing his golden retriever warmth against her side. He hadn’t moved since.

I extracted myself from the bed carefully. Lyra’s tail tightened once on my wrist — a sleepy possessive squeeze — then released. Cherry mumbled something about pizza butterflies and burrowed deeper into the covers. Lyra sent a drowsy pulse of love and go-back-to-sleep that I felt in my chest like a second heartbeat.

I padded into the hallway, past the fern (which had definitely grown since Kevin started barking at it — I could have sworn it was a foot shorter yesterday), past Aldric’s fold-out couch that extended into the hallway because the laws of geometry had been forced to compromise with the laws of occupancy, and into the kitchen.

Kira was sitting up. Already awake. Maybe she’d never actually been asleep — I couldn’t tell. She was wearing Raven’s borrowed clothes (left outside the bathroom door without comment or acknowledgment, because that was how Raven showed care: through acts of kindness she’d deny under oath). A black long-sleeve shirt that was slightly too loose on Kira’s leaner frame. Dark pants. No shoes. Her feet were bare on the cold tile and she didn’t seem to notice.

Kevin’s tail thumped once when he saw me. He did not get up.

“Morning,” I said.

She looked at me. Amber eyes — wary behind the stillness. She stared without blinking, evaluating, assessing threat the way she’d been doing since she landed.

“Morning,” she said.

That was one word more than I’d gotten from her at this hour yesterday. Progress.

I started the coffee. Morgana had enchanted the machine during her first week here — it worked perfectly every time, producing results that were objectively better than anything I’d achieved in two years of owning it. I resented this. The coffee maker didn’t care about my feelings.

While the machine worked its unnecessarily competent magic, I studied Kira through peripheral vision. She was sitting cross-legged now, one hand absently scratching behind Kevin’s ears. Her duffel bag was beside her — she hadn’t let it more than arm’s length away since she’d crossed the threshold. The rough bone above her temples was visible — ground-down stubs catching the dim kitchen light. They looked painful. Self-inflicted damage, the kind you choose when the alternative is someone else noticing what you are.

Her tail was wrapped around her own waist under the shirt. She’d trained it to be still. But every few minutes, when Kevin shifted or the refrigerator hummed, the tip twitched against her hip. An involuntary movement she probably didn’t know she was making.

The coffee machine beeped. I poured two cups. Set one near Kira. Not directly in front of her — that felt too pointed. Near her. Available. Her choice.

She looked at the cup. At me. Back at the cup.

Picked it up. Held it with both hands the way Sera held her hot chocolate. The warmth was the thing — I could see it in the way her fingers wrapped tight, absorbing the heat through the ceramic.

She didn’t say thank you. She said: “This is better than gas station coffee.”

“High praise.”

“Gas station coffee is terrible.”

“It really is.”

Her shoulders dropped a fraction. The guard stance eased from active vigilance to passive monitoring. She drank the coffee in silence. I drank mine.

Kevin’s tail swished once against the tile. He approved of the arrangement.

The household woke up in stages, as a multi-dimensional commune always does — which is to say, chaotically, loudly, and with at least one incident that would have been considered a crisis in any normal living situation.

Lyra was first after us. She emerged from the bedroom with her golden hair in a sleep-tangled halo, her tail swishing in the slow, content rhythm that meant she’d slept well, wearing one of my old t-shirts that fell to mid-thigh on her smaller frame. She stopped in the kitchen doorway. Looked at Kira on the floor. At the coffee in her hands.

The bond carried Lyra’s empathic read — that careful, layered attention she brought to every new person. She read Kira’s emotional landscape the way a sommelier reads wine: in layers.

“Hollow,” she murmured to me privately, her voice barely audible. “Like something that used to be full.” Her blue eyes were soft with understanding. She crossed to the counter, made hot chocolate — she’d taught herself human kitchen appliances through trial, error, and two microwave fires, and set it beside Kira’s coffee cup.

“Hot chocolate,” Lyra said. “In case you want something sweeter.”

Kira looked at the mug. At Lyra. Back at the mug.

“I have coffee.”

“The chocolate is for later.” Lyra smiled — the earnest, genuine warmth that had made me fall for her in the first week. “When the coffee runs out.”

She retreated to the counter, giving Kira space. Kevin shifted closer against Kira’s ankles, his nose touching the mug’s base as if cataloguing the offering.

Cherry arrived next.

Cherry’s morning routine was a localized natural disaster that started the moment her eyes opened and escalated until approximately 11 AM, at which point she either found someone to sit on or fell asleep mid-sentence. This morning, she emerged from the bedroom wearing a crop top (pink, obviously), shorts that were more concept than garment, and an expression of delight that suggested she’d forgotten there was a new person in the apartment and was rediscovering this fact with full Cherry enthusiasm.

“KIRA! Good MORNING! Did you sleep okay? Is the floor comfortable? Do you want breakfast? I can make breakfast! Jake, can I make breakfast?”

“Please don’t,” I said. Everything Cherry cooked turned pink. Including, on one memorable occasion, Kevin.

“I can make EGGS!”

“Pink eggs, Cherry.”

“Pink is a FLAVOR, Jake!”

Kira stared at Cherry like someone watching a weather system approach — with a combination of fascination and the creeping awareness that resistance was futile. Her eyes tracked Cherry’s trajectory through the kitchen: the bouncing, the swishing tail, the E-cup tits straining the crop top with gravitational defiance, the cotton-candy scent that filled the room and made the air three degrees warmer.

Cherry planted herself directly in front of Kira, crouching to eye level. Pink eyes sparkling. Tail swishing.

“I’m Cherry! We met yesterday but you were very quiet so I didn’t know if you HEARD me. I like your eyes! They’re amber! Like Morgana’s but DIFFERENT! Also your hair is cool even though it looks like you cut it with a KNIFE—”

“I did cut it with a knife,” Kira said.

Cherry blinked. Then beamed. “That’s SO HARDCORE! Mia would LOVE that! She loves ‘raw authenticity!’ That’s a BRAND THING she says!”

Kira looked at me over Cherry’s head. The look said everything: does she come with a volume control.

No, I projected back through nothing more than resigned eye contact. She does not.

Raven materialized from her shadow-closet nest without warning or sound, emerging from the coat closet like a goth specter evicted by the dawn. Her jet-black hair was disheveled, her violet eyes carried the glare reserved for mornings when Cherry’s voice had been the alarm clock. She was holding an empty pint of mint chocolate chip in one hand and a spoon in the other.

She surveyed the kitchen. Cherry crouching in front of Kira. Lyra at the counter. Me with coffee. Kevin stationed beside Kira like a golden sentry. The fern, which had now sent a tendril through the doorframe.

“I hate mornings,” Raven announced, and sat at the table.

She didn’t look at Kira directly. But she placed her empty ice cream pint on the counter near the fridge, reached into the freezer, pulled out a fresh pint, and set it — with the studied nonchalance that only Raven could pull off — exactly two feet from Kira’s sitting position.

“There’s ice cream,” Raven said to nobody in particular. “If anyone wants it.”

She left the kitchen. From the shadow-closet: “Mine is LABELED. Touch mine and you swim in Lake Michigan.”

The ice cream sat there. Kira looked at it. Looked at the direction Raven had gone. Her tail, under the shirt, twitched once.

She didn’t touch the ice cream. But it stayed where Raven had put it, and Kira stayed where she was.

Morgana appeared at precisely 7:14 AM, because Morgana operated on a schedule that predated most human civilizations and she saw no reason to adjust it for something as trivial as interdimensional upheaval. She wore a silk blouse (unbuttoned to the third button, as was her standard morning setting), flowing skirt, her reading glasses perched on her nose, and carried a clipboard with notes that she’d been writing since approximately 4 AM.

She crossed to the coffee maker. Poured herself a cup with two centuries of authority behind the gesture. Then she turned to Kira.

The examination was instantaneous and visible — Morgana’s amber eyes (gold-flecked, sharper than any diagnostic equipment) sweeping Kira’s form in a diagnostic scan that missed nothing. The filed horns. The wrapped tail. The lean body. The seal energy pulsing from somewhere beneath the borrowed clothes.

“Wayfinder Class,” Morgana said. Not a question. “Rare. I’ve encountered three in my lifetime, and two of them were historical references.” She removed her glasses. Folded them. The gesture that marked the transition from casual to serious. “The energy your seal is producing isn’t standard exile resonance. It’s older. Foundational. Like a cornerstone rather than a decorative tile.”

Kira’s hand tightened on her coffee cup. “It’s a seal. Same as theirs.”

“Not the same. Not remotely.” Morgana replaced her glasses. Clinical mode. “I’d like to examine it properly. When you’re willing.”

“I’m not willing.”

“Noted. I’ll ask again tomorrow.” She walked past. Two centuries of hearing “no” from people less stubborn than her had made the word functionally decorative.

Priya emerged from the study at 7:30, already writing in her notebook. She’d been on Earth for several weeks now and her adaptation to the planet could best be described as “ongoing.” She wore her Lore Keeper robes (she still wore them indoors — Earth clothing remained suspicious to her), her ornate spectacles were slightly crooked from sleeping at her desk, and her dark hair was escaping its severe bun in wisps that suggested she’d spent the night wrestling with research rather than rest.

She saw Kira. Stopped. Pushed her spectacles up her nose. Opened her notebook to a fresh page.

“The ninth arrival,” she murmured, pen already moving. “Field observation: subject has chosen floor-level habitation despite availability of elevated sleeping surfaces. Possible adaptive behavior from extended rough-terrain existence. Note: subject is consuming coffee, indicating some pre-existing acclimation to Earth stimulant culture.”

She looked up. Noticed me watching her.

“I’m documenting,” she said, with the defensive dignity of a scholar caught doing exactly what scholars do. Then, as if the thought had just occurred to her: “Has anyone offered her a hot chocolate? Sera says the warm brown drink is essential for new arrivals.”

“Lyra covered it.”

“Good. The warm brown drink is not negotiable.” She returned to her notebook.

Sera appeared behind Priya with the quiet grace of an Empath who’d learned to move through spaces without disturbing them. She was holding two mugs of hot chocolate — one for herself, one for Priya — and her restored seal on her right shoulder glowed softly under her sweater.

She sat near Kira. Not touching distance. Not crowding. Just near. The way you sit near a stray animal that might bolt.

“The first days are hardest,” Sera said. “After being alone.”

Kira’s eyes met Sera’s lighter violet ones. A shared understanding settled between them — silent, immediate, needing no explanation. Two women who knew what it meant to be stripped of everything and deposited somewhere strange.

Her body language shifted — the rigid guard-stance loosening by a fraction. Barely visible, but there.

Kevin’s ears perked forward. He sensed these things.

Nia was last. She walked into the kitchen without sound, her deep indigo skin catching the morning light, her white-silver hair flowing, her multiple seal points glowing at her forearms and collarbone and temples. Seventy-two years of captivity had taught her that freedom deserved attention — she moved with patient attention, refusing to waste a single moment on hurry.

She looked at Kira.

“Ninth,” she said. Simple. Factual. Like reading a number from a ledger. “Finally. The Constellation has been calling you for longer than you know.”

Kira blinked. “Calling me?”

“The pattern doesn’t pull people at random. It reaches for specific seals in a specific order. You were always intended.” Nia closed her silver eyes. “I felt you wake up. Three weeks ago. After years of silence, your seal opened like a door.”

The kitchen was quiet. Even Cherry, who was never quiet, was watching.

“I didn’t ask for any of this,” Kira said. Her voice was rough. Clipped. She rationed words like food.

“None of us did,” Nia said. “And yet here we are.” She opened one eye. “Together is better than alone. I’m quite certain about that.”

The fern chose this moment to push a new frond through the kitchen doorway. It brushed Kira’s shoulder. She flinched — full body, combat-ready flinch, the kind that came from months of sleeping in places where anything touching you meant danger.

Then she looked at the frond. It was just a plant. An absurdly large plant in an absurdly crowded apartment full of absurdly powerful interdimensional beings who were all, in their own individual ways, trying to make her feel welcome.

She exhaled. Let the fern stay on her shoulder.

Kevin wagged once — brief, precise, a professional endorsement.



The bathroom door opened and Kira emerged.

She’d been in there for forty minutes. The longest stretch of time she’d been separated from her duffel bag since arrival, and the bag was positioned at the bathroom door — she’d placed it with care, within reach of her hand as she entered.

The shower had done something to her. Not transformed — she wasn’t a rom-com makeover. But the grime of three weeks of highway and all those months before it had been scrubbed away, and what remained was startlingly clear.

She stood in the bathroom doorway in Raven’s borrowed clothes — the black long-sleeve and dark pants — and for the first time I got a clean look at her without the distortion of exhaustion and road dust.

Athletic. That was the first word. Functional and earned — muscle built by crossing half a continent on foot. Her shoulders were defined under the loose fabric, her forearms corded where the sleeves were pushed up. Strong jaw. High cheekbones made sharper by the months of undereating, freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose like constellations. The short-cropped dark brown hair was clean now, drying in uneven layers that confirmed she’d hacked it off herself. It framed her face in a way that drew attention to her eyes — guarded and alert, a contradiction she wore as naturally as skin.

And the horns. Filed down to nubs, the surfaces rough and uneven, the work of concrete or a metal file applied with more urgency than care. They caught the hallway light and I could see the raw places where she’d ground too deep. The bone underneath would be sensitive. Growing back already — slightly longer than last night, I thought, though that might have been wishful thinking.

Her tail was invisible, wrapped tight around her waist beneath the shirt. But I could feel it — a coiled presence in the network, vibrating faintly with the effort of staying still.

My mouth went dry. The incubus in me stirred — not the urgent pull of a starving succubus broadcasting need, but something slower, more visceral. An awareness that settled low in my chest and lower still. She was striking in the way a knife was striking: all function, no decoration.

Through the thin bathroom walls, I’d heard the involuntary sound she’d made when the hot water hit her. A low exhale that carried months of cold gas station sinks and truck stop coin showers in its release. Cherry had asked through the door if she was okay. Kira hadn’t answered. She hadn’t needed to — the sound told its own story.

“Clean,” she said now, standing in the doorway. As if reporting a mission status.

“The hot water tank surrenders by 6:30 with nine people,” I said. “You might’ve gotten the last of it.”

“It was good.”

Two words. But she meant them in a way that had nothing to do with water temperature and everything to do with standing in a safe place with a locked door and enough time to simply exist without watching for threats.

Kevin materialized at her feet. He’d been tracking her by scent through the bathroom door and was now performing his customary post-separation reunion protocol: nose to hand, tail at full speed, the complete and unshakeable belief that any period of separation — even forty minutes — was an unconscionable hardship that required immediate physical reassurance.

Kira looked down at him. Her throat moved — a hard swallow she couldn’t hide. That same unguarded flash — gratitude and grief braided together, breaking through before she could lock it down.

She crouched. Let him lick her face. Her hand found his ears. Steadier than last night. Still careful, still controlled, but steadier.

Cherry caught my eye across the kitchen. She was vibrating with the effort of not commenting on the moment. Cherry’s restraint had a physical half-life of approximately thirty seconds.

“Kira! You look AMAZING! Clean is a GREAT look on you! Jake, don’t you think she looks—”

“Cherry.”

“What? I’m being SUPPORTIVE!”

“You’re being loud.”

“SUPPORTIVE-ly loud!”

Kira straightened. Her chin lifted, her shoulders squared, the distance reasserting itself. But not all the way — there was a hairline fracture now. A seam where Kevin’s tongue and hot water and clean clothes had worn through.

[System] Ping: [9th Exile Detected — Designation: KIRA. Class: Wayfinder (RARE). Bond: 0 (Stranger). Adaptation: INDETERMINATE (extended pre-connection Earth residence). Seal: ACTIVE — energy signature FOUNDATIONAL. Constellation: 9th point RESONATING but NOT YET CONNECTED. Network: 8/? (pending).]

The notification settled into my awareness like a new file in a cabinet I hadn’t known was open. The System had been getting more talkative since the demon realm trip — more data, more observations, more of the dry bureaucratic commentary that I’d come to associate with whatever cosmic filing clerk was monitoring our situation.

Wayfinder Class. Rare. Foundational energy signature. Nine points resonating but not connected. The Constellation reaching for her seal — inevitably, but at her pace, not its own.

Aldric appeared from behind his couch at approximately 8 AM, looking like a man who had slept in a war zone and was trying to maintain diplomatic composure about it. His human glamour was in place — brown skin, short silver hair, gray eyes — but his usual impeccable suit was replaced with sweats that Cherry had lent him (they were pink, because all of Cherry’s spare clothing was pink, and Aldric had stopped fighting this particular battle three weeks ago).

He surveyed the kitchen. Made coffee — poured one for himself, hesitated, then poured a second cup and left it on the counter near Kira’s position without looking at anyone or acknowledging it existed. Noticed Kira noticing.

“So you’re real,” he said. “I wasn’t certain last night wasn’t a collective hallucination brought on by overcrowding and Cherry’s cooking.”

“I’m real,” Kira said.

“Wonderful. The couch already didn’t fit one person. Now there are ten.” He had recently acquired a second couch cushion — luxury, by his standards — and the pride he took in not mentioning it was almost louder than if he’d bragged. He took his coffee and retreated to the bathroom, which was the only room in the apartment that still offered the illusion of privacy.

Voss arrived at precisely 8:47 AM, because Voss operated on a schedule that could be mapped to the second and probably had interdimensional tax implications. He entered the apartment with his usual three knocks (the sound was always exactly the same — same force, same interval, same slightly unsettling precision), wearing his charcoal suit that shifted color in certain light, carrying a leather briefcase that contained, by my last count, seventeen active case files and two emergency pizza menus.

He stopped when he saw Kira on the kitchen floor.

Kevin lifted his head. Gave Voss one formal bark — the bark of a dimensional familiar acknowledging a recognized authority figure. Voss inclined his head in return. Their professional relationship was one of the most functional in the household.

“Miss Kira,” Voss said. He produced a form from his briefcase. Four hundred years of practice made the motion liquid. “Form 47-B-7: Registration of Additional Dimensional Exile Under Pre-Existing Household Recognition. I’ll need your full designation, class identification, seal location, and any known dimensional violations.”

Kira stared at him. At the form. At the fountain pen he was extending toward her.

“I just got here,” she said.

“The bureaucracy waits for no one. Not even breakfast.” He set the form on the floor beside her, pen on top. “Take your time. The filing deadline is tomorrow at noon, interdimensional standard.” He straightened. Adjusted his cuffs. “Welcome to the jurisdiction.”

Kira looked at the form. At the pen. At the assembled collection of succubi, demon defectors, inter-realm bureaucrats, a golden retriever, and one increasingly territorial fern that now comprised her new living situation.

“This is insane,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said. “You get used to it.”

She picked up the pen. Held it awkwardly — like someone who hadn’t written anything in months. Then set it down.

“Food first,” she said.

Lyra was already heating soup.



That evening, after a day of Kira navigating the household’s particular brand of organized chaos — Cherry’s attempts at friendship (relentless), Raven’s silent offerings (ice cream, then a second ice cream when the first one was gone, then a pointed look that said I will deny this), Priya’s documentation (furious), and Kevin’s unwavering physical proximity (total) — I found Morgana waiting for me in the study.

She had her clipboard. Her glasses were on. This was business mode.

“I’ve been monitoring Kira’s seal energy since she arrived,” Morgana said. “The readings are… unusual.”

“Unusual how?”

“The seal energy she’s producing isn’t just powerful. It’s STRUCTURED. There’s a density to the signal that suggests it’s carrying encoded information — like a radio frequency that’s been modulated to contain data alongside the carrier wave.”

I thought about what I’d felt when Kira crossed the threshold last night. The Constellation’s surge. The recognition. And something else — a weight to her seal’s connection that felt different from the others. Not stronger necessarily. Heavier. Like it contained something the others didn’t.

“Carrying something?”

Morgana’s expression sharpened. “Precisely. Her seal isn’t just a connection point in the network. It’s a delivery mechanism. Whatever it’s carrying, the Constellation recognized it on contact.”

I could feel Kira in the kitchen — the Constellation carried her presence like a low note. She was eating her third bowl of Lyra’s soup — methodical, intense, eating like food might not be there tomorrow. Kevin hadn’t left her side for more than two minutes since she’d arrived, and those two minutes had been a bathroom break he’d clearly resented.

Morgana followed my gaze through the study door.

“She knows something,” Morgana said. “Or she’s carrying something. Possibly both.”

She approached the kitchen. I followed.

Kira was mid-spoonful when Morgana stopped at the edge of the kitchen table. Kevin looked up, settled his chin back onto his paws beside her.

Morgana didn’t repeat the analysis. She just studied Kira — the filed horns, the rigid posture, the duffel positioned within arm’s reach. Then she said, quietly: “Whatever your seal is carrying, it’s important. When you’re ready to share it, I’ll be in the study.”

Kira’s hand tightened on the spoon. The knuckles whitened. Her expression shuttered — every wall she’d built since Nevada slamming back into position.

“I’m not carrying anything,” she said.

But her eyes flicked — just for a heartbeat, involuntary and immediately corrected — downward. Toward the duffel she’d placed between herself and the kitchen wall, in the spot where she could grab it and move for the exit in under two seconds.

Morgana noticed. Those sharp gold-flecked eyes tracked the glance, catalogued it, filed it with two centuries of practice. She didn’t push. She replaced her glasses. Turned to leave.

“When you’re ready,” she said again. And walked away.

Kira watched her go. Then she looked at me — standing in the kitchen doorway, holding her gaze across the dim kitchen.

I didn’t push either.

“More soup?” I asked.

She held out her bowl.

I filled it. She ate.


Chapter 2: What She’s Carrying

I found out at 2 AM.

Not because Kira told me. Not because Morgana’s relentless scholarly probing finally wore down the Wayfinder’s defenses. Not because the Constellation revealed it through some mystical download.

Because she told Kevin.

I was in the hallway between the bathroom and the kitchen, unable to sleep. The transformation had permanently altered my circadian rhythms — my incubus body ran on something that wasn’t quite sleep, something that recharged through the Constellation’s ambient hum rather than through unconsciousness. At 2 AM, with the apartment settling into its nightly chorus of breathing and shifting and Cherry’s Charm Voice occasionally murmuring “pizza” in her dreams, I was awake and restless.

Kira’s voice drifted from the kitchen. Quiet. Rough. Speaking to the one audience she trusted.

“I had something when I came through. A stone. Someone put it in my hand. I don’t know who.”

I stopped in the hallway. Pressed against the wall. The Constellation carried her emotional frequency to me — not the specifics (she wasn’t bonded enough for that), but the broad strokes. Tension. The weighed caution of someone choosing words that cost her.

Kevin was beside her, pressed against her shins. Of course he was. His tail moved in the slow, steady thump of a dog providing emotional infrastructure.

“I got robbed my first week. Lost everything. Had to hide the stone somewhere they wouldn’t look.”

She paused. I heard her scratch behind Kevin’s ears — a sound that already meant Kira working through something difficult. Kevin provided the physical anchor while she built the verbal bridge.

“I found a human shop that sells…” Another pause. Longer. I could feel her deciding whether to continue. “…devices. For pleasure. With jewel settings.”

She almost laughed. Not quite — more like the memory of laughter, a sound that had atrophied from disuse.

“I put the stone in one. Carried it inside me. Half a year.”

My brain caught up in stages. Stone. Hidden. Inside. A device for—

Oh.

“The plug wasn’t just a hiding place,” Kira continued, and her voice changed — softer, almost tender, the first time I’d heard that quality from her. “It was the first thing on this planet that felt GOOD.”

Kevin licked her hand. She exhaled.

I stepped into the kitchen. She didn’t flinch — her Wayfinder sense had detected me minutes ago, I realized. She’d known I was listening. She’d chosen to continue anyway.

“You heard that,” she said. Flat. Not a question.

“Yeah.”

“I’m not explaining it again.”

“You don’t have to.”

She looked at me in the dim kitchen light — the refrigerator’s hum, the fern’s shadow across the doorway, Kevin between us like a furry Switzerland. Her eyes searched mine for judgment. Found none. Kept searching anyway.

“The stone,” she said. “You want to see it.”

“When you’re ready.”

She stared at me for four seconds. Then she reached for her duffel bag.

The pouch was smaller than I expected. She unzipped it with the slow care of someone handling something precious, and laid the contents on the kitchen tile beside Kevin’s water bowl.

Three items. A rechargeable silicone vibrator — well-used, good quality, the kind that cost more than a budget motel room. A set of graduated beads in a clear case. And a jeweled butt plug.

The plug was elegant — curved silicone with a flared base, designed to sit comfortably. The jewel setting at the base held what should have been a decorative crystal. Instead, it held something that made the Constellation in my chest surge like a wave hitting a seawall.

The memory stone’s core. A warm, faintly pulsing crystalline fragment about the size of a large marble. Not an Earth gem — no Earth gem had internal light that shifted with the viewer’s heartbeat, and no Earth gem made your incubus awareness snap to attention like a compass finding north.

I reached for it.

The moment my fingers touched the stone, the Constellation FLARED. Not painfully — the way a campfire flares when you blow on the embers. Recognition. The stone resonated with my incubus energy like a tuning fork finding its frequency. I felt it in my chest, in my bones, in the spaces between the eight connected seal-points where empty sockets waited.

The stone wanted to be heard. It was straining against its own damage, trying to transmit through shattered circuitry.

“It vibrates sometimes,” Kira said, watching my face. “Not the plug. The stone. When I walked east, it vibrated constantly. Like it was pulling me.”

Morgana appeared in the kitchen doorway. She was wearing a silk robe and her glasses were already on — which meant she’d felt the Constellation flare and had gotten dressed specifically to be present for whatever came next. Morgana didn’t do casual for discoveries.

“Memory vessel,” she said, crossing to us with the controlled urgency of a bloodhound catching a scent. With the composure of a 212-year-old who had long since stopped being surprised by the containers that knowledge arrived in, she knelt beside the plug and examined the stone without touching it. Her Magical Sense pulsed — I felt it through our bond, a sonar ping of diagnostic energy washing over the fragment.

“Demon realm origin,” she confirmed. “Ancient. Pre-Concordat, possibly pre-civilization.” Her glasses caught the stone’s faint light. “Someone encoded a message in this stone and sent it with you. Through a mechanism we’ve never documented.” She looked at Kira. “Who?”

“I don’t know.”

“What does the message say?”

“Fragments. Broken.” Kira’s fingers curled around the edge of the kitchen table. “Something about a pattern and forgiveness. And a word I don’t know.”

“What word?”

“‘The Remembering.’”

Morgana’s glasses came off. The measured fold. The careful placement on the kitchen table. In all the time I’d known this woman, that gesture had never failed to signal a seismic shift in the conversation.

“Say that again,” she said.

“The Remembering. That’s what the voice calls it.”

“There’s a voice?”

“In the stone. Broken up. Garbled. But a voice. Someone recorded a message and sent it with me, and I don’t know who they are or why they chose me or why they put me on this planet with a rock in my hand and nothing else.”

The words came faster now — the most she’d spoken since arriving. Months of accumulated questions pouring through the fracture in her composure. Kevin pressed harder against her legs, providing gravitational stability while the verbal dam broke.

Morgana was already writing. The clipboard had materialized from somewhere (she kept them in dimensional pockets in her robes — I’d never confirmed this but the evidence was overwhelming). Her pen moved at a speed that made my incubus reflexes look sluggish.

“The shattering,” Kira said, calmer now, the release having eased some pressure. “Three weeks ago. I was sleeping outside Reno. Under an overpass. Something hit me. Here.” She pressed her hand against her chest, then corrected the gesture — moving it to her left hip. “Here. My seal. It had been quiet since I landed. Nothing. Just a dead thing on my skin. Then it BLAZED.”

I remembered that night. Three weeks ago — when Nia’s junction points connected and the Constellation hit eight points. The massive energy pulse that had rippled outward across dimensions.

“The eight-point pulse,” Morgana said, making the same connection. “When Nia’s three junction points connected to the existing five. The Constellation’s ambient output tripled.”

“Whatever it was, it hit the stone too.” Kira looked at the plug in her hand. “The core held. But pieces broke off. I felt them go — like pulling threads out of my ribs. Small pieces, shooting out in different directions. Not physically — dimensionally. The plug stayed whole but the stone inside cracked.”

She placed the plug on the tile. The memory stone’s glow was brighter now, responding to my proximity and the Constellation’s attention.

“Five fragments,” she said. “I felt each one land. At places I’d slept recently — a gas station outside Tonopah, a rest stop in Utah, a motel lot in Wyoming, a truck stop in Nebraska, a diner in Iowa.” She traced an invisible line from west to east with her finger. “My route. The fragments went back the way I came.”

“And you walked east,” I said.

“The Constellation’s pull was stronger than the fragments. I couldn’t stop. The signal in my seal said GO EAST and my body obeyed.” Her hand went to Kevin’s ears. “I wanted to go back for them. I could feel them calling. But I couldn’t stop walking.”

Morgana’s pen had stopped. She was staring at the stone with an intensity that meant two centuries of scholarship were suddenly rearranging themselves.

“The message,” she said. “What exactly do you hear?”

Kira closed her eyes. Her seal pulsed through her borrowed shirt — a warm glow at her left hip, faint but visible in the kitchen’s dim light.

“Pieces. ‘The pattern’ — that word repeats. ‘Forgive.’ Something about vessels. And ‘the Remembering’ — like it’s a name for something. A process. Something that happens.” She opened her eyes. “The rest is static. Broken. The missing fragments carry the missing words.”

Five fragments. Scattered from Iowa to Nevada. Each one a piece of a message that might — might — contain information about what the Constellation actually was and what it was going to do.

Information that nobody else had. Not the Banishers with their fear. Not the Wardens with their protocols. Not even the Forbidden Archives with their deliberately emptied shelves.

“The tribunal is in roughly two weeks,” I said.

“Twelve days,” Morgana corrected. Because Morgana.

“If the memory stone’s message contains evidence about the Constellation’s purpose — even partial evidence — it’s material for the case.”

Voss, who had been standing in the kitchen doorway for an indeterminate amount of time (his arrivals were never announced; he simply materialized near evidence like a bureaucratic predator sensing a filing opportunity), stepped forward. His fountain pen was already out.

“Any data regarding the Constellation’s function would constitute material evidence under Article 47, Subsection—”

“We need to go get them,” I said.

Voss’s pen paused mid-air. He looked at me — his legal citation interrupted at the most procedurally satisfying part. Then he inclined his head. “I was going to say Subsection 12-C, which supports exactly that conclusion. But yes.”

Morgana looked at the plug with its pulsing fragment. “If we bring the fragments to the tribunal, they HAVE to consider them.” She picked it up. Held it to the light. The memory stone’s core cast warm golden patterns across the kitchen ceiling. “We need those fragments. Quickly.”

“They’re scattered across 1,800 miles of American highway.”

“Then someone needs to drive 1,800 miles of American highway.” She replaced her glasses.

I looked at Kira. She was watching the light patterns with an expression I was starting to read — not wonder (she was too weathered for easy wonder) but recognition. She’d carried this stone since the day she landed without understanding what it was. Now, in a kitchen with a giant fern and a golden retriever and a 212-year-old succubus scholar holding her butt plug up to the light with the gravity she’d bring to a first-edition manuscript, the pieces were starting to connect.

“I know where they are,” she said. “My Wayfinder sense maps them. Like needles in my chest, pointing backward.”

“How precise?”

“Building-level. I can feel which structures they’re in. Not which room. But close enough.”

“Then we drive to Iowa first and work west.”

She looked at me. Her eyes — still searching, still reading me, but with something underneath that hadn’t been there before. The earliest, most tentative tremor of trust.

“We should leave soon,” she said. “The fragments are degrading. Each day the energy dissipates. Another two weeks and they’ll be unreadable.”

“How do you know that?”

“Wayfinder. I can feel them fading.” She picked up the plug from Morgana’s hands, tucked it back into its pouch, and zipped it into her duffel bag — fast, practiced, the motions drilled into her through robbery attempts, shelter brawls, and months of highway.

Then she looked at me. At Morgana. At Kevin.

She didn’t say anything. She stood in the kitchen, vibrating — a fine tremor visible in her hands, every muscle drawn tight, the tendons in her neck standing out like cables. The hunger was written across her body in a language older than words. Every muscle was at war — pride pulling one direction, need pulling the other, and the need was winning by millimeters.

Kevin looked up at her with the calm certainty of a familiar who could read what she couldn’t say.

“I need to feed,” she said.

The words came out like they’d been dragged across broken glass.

“I haven’t properly fed since I landed. Human men taste like—” She searched for the word. “—nothing. Wet cardboard. My body processes it but there’s no nutrition. I’ve been running on empty since I landed.”

I could see it now that she’d named it. The signs of extended succubus starvation that I’d learned to recognize from Raven’s arrival months ago. Kira hid it better — she’d had half a year of practice — but the tells were there. Her skin, despite the sun-bronze, had an undernourished thinness to it. The ground-down points above her temples were dull — the bone lacking the mineral richness that proper feeding provided. Her energy signature, when I focused on it through the Constellation, was running on dregs — functional enough to keep her upright, but one hard moment from collapse.

“You’ve been starving,” I said.

“I’ve been managing.” The distinction mattered to her.

“Since Nevada.”

“I managed.”

Morgana silently gathered her clipboard and retreated to the study. The kitchen door closed behind her with a soft click.

Kevin looked up at me. His tail communicated something specific: handle this correctly.

“I’m an incubus,” I said. “My energy is designed for this. Literally.”

“I know what you are. I could smell you from the sidewalk.” Her pupils dilated slightly — the involuntary succubus response to addictive essence that she’d been suppressing since she walked through the door. “You smell like… everything I’ve been missing. Since I landed. It’s taking everything I have not to—” She stopped. Her hands curled into fists at her sides.

“Then don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t fight it. Feed.”

Her eyes held mine. The guarded scrutiny was still there — she was still scanning for the trap, still running the algorithms that had kept her alive through months of American loneliness. But underneath that, rising like heat from asphalt, was need.

Raw, undeniable, desperately overdue NEED.

“I don’t…” She swallowed. The tendons in her neck stood out as the words fought their way through. “I haven’t wanted anyone in — the toys were enough. I didn’t have to WANT anyone. I could handle it myself. Every night. Every motel. Every parking lot. The toys didn’t ask questions. They didn’t need me to trust them.”

A beat. Her hands were fists at her sides.

“But I want to eat,” she said. The words were rough. Honest in a way that hurt.

“Then eat.”

Through the Soulbound bond, from the bedroom, Lyra transmitted a single pulse of understanding that arrived in my awareness like a hand on my shoulder. She was awake. She’d felt the conversation through our shared emotional architecture. Her message was clear: Feed her. She needs you more than I do right now. And she meant it with the full weight of a Soulbound bond — no jealousy, no reservation, just a love big enough to hold someone else’s starvation inside it.



The bedroom was dark. Lyra had slipped out with Cherry — I felt them through the bond, settling on the living room couch with a blanket, Cherry mumbling something about midnight snacks. Lyra’s last transmission before she let the bond dim to privacy mode was warmth. Pure, unconditional warmth.

Kira stood inside the bedroom door like she was entering a structure she hadn’t confirmed was safe. Her eyes swept the room in three seconds flat — exits (window, door), threats (none), sightlines (adequate). Survival mapping applied to a bedroom.

“I don’t need romance,” she said.

“I know.”

“And I don’t do—” She gestured vaguely. “The whole thing. Undressing. Vulnerability.”

“You set the pace.”

She pushed the borrowed shirt up — not off. Bunched it under her arms, exposing her stomach and the sports bra beneath but keeping the fabric on. Efficiently. Like adjusting equipment for access without removing it from inventory. Her body in the dim light was exactly what a continent of walking had made it — lean, hard, functional. Freckles across the strip of exposed skin above her waistband. A scar on her forearm that she hadn’t mentioned. The seal on her left hip glowed faintly through the waistband of her pants, amber-gold, pulsing with a rhythm that was uniquely hers.

She didn’t remove the shirt. Didn’t unwrap the tail. She kept her pants on. This wasn’t surrender — this was rationing. She’d give exactly as much as she needed to take.

She crossed the room and kissed me.

The first contact of her lips was like touching a wire — electric, sharp, the addictive essence in my system flooding her starving succubus biology like water hitting cracked earth. She made a sound against my mouth that I’d remember for a long time. Involuntary. Wrecked. She’d forgotten what being fed felt like, and every nerve ending was reminding her at once.

Her hands gripped my shoulders. Hard. Harder than any of the others had gripped me during a first encounter. Her fingers dug into the muscle with the strength of road-hardened conditioning — the biceps she’d built crossing the country on foot, the forearms that had carried her duffel through rain and desert and highway shoulders since Nevada. She held me like she was afraid I’d disappear.

I let her lead. She pushed me onto the bed. Straddled me with the same urgency she brought to everything — functional, intense, more hunger than desire. She wasn’t here for intimacy. She was here for fuel. And her starving body was demanding it with an urgency that made her hips grind against mine before she’d consciously decided to move.

I could feel the vacuum of her depleted energy reserves pulling at my incubus core like gravity. Half a year of nothing. Cardboard-tasting human men who couldn’t touch what she actually needed. Eating sawdust when what she needed was bread — the slow agony of a succubus who could feed but couldn’t be nourished.

She fumbled with my sweats. Her hands were shaking — not from nerves but from the proximity to real food after so long without it. The addictive essence was hitting her in waves now, each one stronger than the last, her body recalibrating to an energy source that was designed specifically for her kind.

I caught her wrists. Gently.

“Slow down.”

“I can’t—”

“You can. I’ve got enough for both of us. There’s no rush.”

She stared at me. Breathing hard. Her pupils were blown so wide the warm brown was barely visible. The filed-down horn nubs on her temples were flushed with blood — I could see the color change in the dim light, the bone warming from dull gray to a rich, ruddy bronze.

I modulated my essence. Found her frequency — Wayfinder. It took a few seconds of adjustment, cycling through the resonances I knew. Not Lyra’s emotional warmth. Not Cherry’s overwhelming chord. Not Raven’s blade-precise intensity. Not Morgana’s deep tidal pull. Something new. Directional. Precise. A frequency that locked in like a signal finding its tower.

She gasped. The sound was louder than she expected — I watched the surprise cross her face as her body responded to a frequency it had never encountered but recognized on an instinctive level.

“What did you DO?”

“Tuned to you.”

“Do it again.”

I held the frequency. Let it flow through our point of contact — her thighs against my hips, her hands on my chest, the heat building between us. She’d stopped shaking. The precision of the tuning had replaced desperation with something deeper — a sustained, calibrated nourishment that bypassed the desperate surge and fed her reserves at a pace her starving body could actually absorb.

She rolled her hips. The desperation shifted to rhythm. She was still in control — she needed that, the driver’s seat, the autonomy of directing her own feeding. I let her set the pace. My hands found her waist, not guiding, just present. She was lean enough that my hands nearly spanned her midsection. Thin from necessity, not choice. She’d fill out now. With proper feeding, the muscle would remain but the hollowness would fill.

She yanked my sweats down. My cock sprang free — already hard, already leaking precum from the intensity of her feeding energy pulling at my incubus core. She looked down at it. Her pupils dilated further. The addictive essence was concentrated there — the source, the wellspring — and her starving body locked onto it with single-minded intensity.

She didn’t bother removing her pants fully. Just shoved them down to mid-thigh — enough access, minimum exposure. The practical urgency of a woman who’d learned to take what she needed in motel bathrooms and truck stop stalls without the luxury of time or comfort. Her pussy was wet. Soaked. Months of starvation had primed her body to respond to compatible energy with violent immediacy — I could see the slick shine on her inner thighs in the dim light, could smell her arousal mixing with the desert-sage scent that was distinctly Kira.

She positioned herself over me. Reached down. Gripped my cock with a hand that trembled from hunger rather than hesitation. Her fingers were calloused. Strong. Calloused from door handles and bus seats and her own sanity — she’d been gripping things since Nevada. Now she was gripping something that could sustain her.

She sank onto me with a moan that was half pleasure and half relief — the sound a traveler makes when they finally sit down after walking for days.

My breath punched out. Tight. God, she was tight — the clench of a body that hadn’t been properly filled since she’d landed, every internal muscle gripping me with desperate intensity. Her pussy stretched around my cock with the wet, clenching resistance of a woman whose body had forgotten what it was designed to receive and was remembering all at once. Each inch she took drew another sound from her throat — involuntary, raw, guttural noises that had nothing to do with performance and everything to do with a biological imperative being met.

“God—” The word punched out of her as she bottomed out, taking me to the hilt. Factual. Urgent. Her hips rolled once, testing the fullness, and the sensation of my cock shifting inside her made her gasp — a sharp intake that bared the small fangs she’d been hiding. “More. Give me more.”

“Take what you need.”

“I need all of it.” Her voice was wrecked. Raw. Months of cardboard, and now THIS. “Everything. Don’t hold back.”

She started riding. Not graceful — desperate. Her hips drove down with the force of lean, highway-forged muscle, grinding against me at the bottom of each stroke, her clit pressing against my pelvis with the grinding friction of a woman who knew exactly what her body needed to reach the edge. Each upstroke let me see the wet shine of her pussy gripping my shaft — the visual of her arousal coating me, glistening in the faint light. Each downstroke drove me deep enough that the head of my cock hit the end of her and she made a sound through clenched teeth that was more hunger than pleasure.

Her head dropped back. Her eyes closed. And her tail — wrapped around her own waist in its six-month prison — UNWRAPPED.

Involuntary. The tail lashed once, wild, the movement of a limb waking from sleep. Then it found my thigh and wrapped around it with a grip that bordered on painful. She didn’t notice. She was too lost in the feeding — her starved system absorbing my incubus energy the way dry earth absorbs rain, with immediate, visible effect.

I gripped her hips. Held her down on the next stroke. Ground upward — my cock pressing deep, angled against the spot that made her whole body shudder. She gasped. Her hands slammed against my chest, palms flat, nails biting into skin.

“There — fuck—”

“Right there?” I ground deeper. Held it.

“Don’t you dare stop.” Her nails carved into my chest. “Fill me up. All of it.”

I did it again. Harder. The rhythm shifted from hers to mine — not taking control, but giving her what she couldn’t quite reach on her own. My hands on her lean hips, pulling her down while I drove up, the slap of her ass against my thighs a steady percussion in the quiet room. Her pussy clenched tighter with each thrust, the wet friction building, the obscene sound of her soaked cunt taking my cock filling the bedroom.

My hands tightened on her hips without conscious decision — fingers sinking into the lean muscle of her waist, pulling her down harder onto each stroke. My cock throbbed inside her with every heartbeat, the wet friction building toward something massive. Her skin flushed. Warmth spreading across her sun-bronzed complexion — the natural succubus temperature returning after months of running cold. Her horns darkened — the filed nubs shifting from dull bone to something richer, the first suggestion of the golden sheen they should have had. Her small, firm breasts bounced beneath the bunched shirt with each impact — not the dramatic motion of Cherry’s curves but a tight, athletic rhythm that caught my eye and held it.

She came fast. Hard. Her body couldn’t hold back — months of deprivation releasing in a single, violent orgasm that locked her spine rigid and tore a sound from her chest that was more relief than pleasure. A ragged, broken cry. Her pussy clamped around my cock so tight it was almost painful — rhythmic contractions that milked me with the desperate grip of a body taking every drop of energy it could extract. Her thighs trembled. Her nails carved lines across my chest. Her tail crushed my thigh.

Her seal blazed.

On her left hip — exactly where I’d felt the energy pulsing through the Constellation, but lower than I’d initially sensed. Not near her ribs as I’d thought last night. The combined energy of the seal and the memory stone’s core in the plug had radiated upward through her torso, throwing off my read. The seal itself was here — low, intimate, just inside the hip bone. A pattern that looked less like the decorative designs I’d seen on the other succubi and more like a MAP. Lines and routes and paths, all converging on a center point, etched in amber-gold light on her skin.

A Wayfinder’s seal. Of course it was a map.

I thrust deep one final time — burying myself to the hilt while her orgasm still pulsed around me — and came inside her. The release hit like a cable snapping. My cock pulsed hard, pumping cum into her in thick, heavy spurts that I felt through every connected point in the Constellation. The energy transfer was MASSIVE — more raw power exchanged than any first feeding I’d experienced. Each pulse of cum delivered a flood of incubus essence directly into her starving system, the biological and the dimensional merging into a single act of nourishment that made her gasp through her own aftershocks.

The Constellation surged in response, eight connected points pulsing in sympathy as the ninth point flared. Not connecting yet — Kira’s seal was resonating, not joining. But the empty socket reached for her with a hunger that mirrored her own.

She stayed impaled on me through the aftershocks. Her pussy still twitching, still gripping, still drawing the last of my cum deeper with involuntary contractions. My cock softened slowly inside her — she didn’t lift off. Didn’t release. The feeding wasn’t finished until her body decided it was, and her body had half a year of deficit to process.

Kira collapsed forward. Her forehead pressed against my chest. Her breathing was ragged. Her tail was still wrapped around my thigh in a death grip she seemed entirely unaware of.

The color was already returning. Her skin was warm now — genuinely warm, succubus-warm, the temperature she should have been all along but hadn’t been because her body had been conserving every calorie of energy just to keep functioning. The stubs above her temples had a sheen to them. Her freckles were more vivid against the renewed flush of her complexion.

She lay there for a long time. Breathing. Processing. Her hand came up to my chest, not gripping — just resting. Feeling the Constellation pulse beneath my skin.

“That was—” She searched for words. Found them. “Better than the Hitachi.”

I stared at the ceiling. “I’m going to choose to take that as a compliment.”

“It is.”

A beat.

“The Hitachi Magic Wand is the best thing humans ever invented,” she added. “You beat it. Barely.”

“Barely.”

“Don’t let it go to your head.”

Her tail squeezed my thigh once. Possessive. Involuntary. She still hadn’t noticed it was unwrapped.

Kevin barked once from outside the door. Brief and businesslike. Then he padded away — the sound of nails on tile, a patrol circuit resuming.

[System] Ping: [Kira — Bond +200 → 200 (Familiar) — RAPID BOND FORMATION (starvation feeding amplifies initial connection)] [Seal: ACTIVE — resonance increasing] [Wayfinder Class: Fragment Tracking UNLOCKING — proximity to anchor accelerates ability development]

Kira sat up. Tugged her shirt back down. Noticed her tail — still wrapped around my thigh.

She stared at it.

“When did that—”

“During.”

She unwrapped it. Slowly. Deliberately. The muscle memory of months of compression reasserting itself. She wrapped it back around her waist — but looser this time. Not the crushing tourniquet of before. A lighter grip. Less prison, more habit.

She didn’t leave the bed.

“The fragments,” she said. “I can feel them. Five points. West.” She touched her own chest, then corrected to her hip where the seal still glowed faintly through the fabric. “Like needles pointing backward.”

“How far?”

“Nevada’s the farthest. Iowa’s the closest.”

“Then we drive to Iowa first and work west.”

She looked at me. Eyes still guarded, still cataloguing every micro-expression, but the flatness was gone. In its place, something tentative — achingly young beneath all the calluses.

“You’d drive 1,800 miles for broken rocks?”

“I’d drive 1,800 miles for the woman who carried them.”

She didn’t react. But her tail, under the shirt, twitched once.

Kevin, on the floor, let out a single satisfied huff. Approved.


Chapter 3: Road Trip Assembly

The household divided itself into two factions within thirty seconds of me announcing the road trip. Those who were going, and those who were convinced the going faction would not survive without direct supervision.

“I should go,” Raven said, from her shadow-corner. “I’m the security specialist.”

“Someone needs to monitor the Stability Division here,” I said. “Kith and Lane are still taking readings. If they detect all the sealed entities leaving Chicago at once—”

“Kira leaving actually HELPS,” Morgana interrupted, not looking up from the clipboard she’d been writing on since I’d finished explaining the memory stone fragments. “Her seal energy moves away from the cluster. The Constellation’s ambient reading might actually drop with one fewer sealed entity in proximity.”

“See?” I said. “Raven stays. Monitors Kith and Lane from the shadows. Keeps the household secure.”

Raven’s tail lashed against the closet doorframe. “I don’t like you driving across the country without me.”

“I know.”

“With HER.” She jerked her chin toward Kira, who was sitting on the kitchen floor with Kevin, eating toast that Lyra had made for her. Kira didn’t react to the pronoun. She was either supremely unbothered or supremely focused on her toast. With Kira, it was hard to tell.

“And Cherry,” I added.

Raven blinked. “You’re taking CHERRY?”

“I have NEVER seen Earth outside Chicago!” Cherry announced from the couch, where she’d been bouncing with increasing velocity since the word “road trip” had been uttered. “I need to see a MOUNTAIN, Jake! And a CACTUS! And one of those big COWS!”

“Cows aren’t particularly big out west.”

“BIGGER than Chicago cows?”

“There are no Chicago cows.”

“EXACTLY! I need to see where the COWS live!”

Raven looked at me with the expression of someone watching a ship set sail toward an iceberg. “You’re driving cross-country with a feral Wayfinder and the walking chaos engine.”

“Cherry’s corruption aura will be useful. If we need to extract fragments from public places, she can distract—”

“She’ll destroy every small town between here and Nevada.”

“Controlled destruction.”

“There is no such thing with Cherry. There has never been such a thing with Cherry. The concept of ‘controlled’ and ‘Cherry’ exist in separate dimensions.”

Cherry appeared behind Raven’s shadow-corner, pink hair first, then the grin, then the rest of her. “I heard my name! Are we talking about how GREAT I’ll be on the road trip?”

“We’re talking about casualties,” Raven said.

“ZERO casualties! I’ll be PERFECT!”

Kevin barked once from the kitchen floor. His formal bark — a decision had been made in the canine branch of household governance and further debate was pointless.

Raven looked at Kevin. Kevin looked at Raven. Kevin was sitting on Kira’s feet and staring at the front door with the unwavering focus of a familiar who had decided he was going wherever Kira went and that was that.

“The dog’s going,” Raven said.

“Kevin’s going,” I confirmed.

“Non-negotiable,” Kira said from the floor. Her first contribution to the planning meeting. Three words. Efficient.

Kevin stood between Kira and the front door and stared at me until I said: “Fine. You’re coming.”

One dignified bark. Matter settled.

The final member of the expedition arrived within an hour of me texting Mia about the trip. I hadn’t invited her. I’d mentioned it in passing — something about being away for a week, please don’t post anything from the apartment while we’re gone.

She showed up with a packed bag.

“Jake. You’re driving across the country with two succubi and a dog. I am COMING.”

“Mia, this isn’t a vacation—”

“This is the content opportunity of a LIFETIME.” She held up her phone. “I already have a series title: ‘SISTER ROAD TRIP: Finding Your Energy Across America.’ Cherry’s doing the intro.”

“I AM?!” Cherry squealed.

“You’re doing the intro.” Mia pulled a folder from her bag. A physical folder. With printed pages. I could see spreadsheets and Google Maps screenshots and something that looked terrifyingly like a production timeline. “I mapped potential filming locations based on scenic interest, engagement analytics, and what I’m calling ‘ambient energy hotspots,’ which is actually just Cherry’s corruption aura range in low-population areas, but it sounds better for the brand.”

“Mia. This isn’t content.”

“EVERYTHING is content, Jake.” She set her bag on Aldric’s couch (he was not present; he would discover this territory violation upon return and have feelings about it). “I already told my professors I’m doing an independent study on ‘cross-cultural wellness practices in transit environments.’ They approved it. I have CREDIT riding on this.”

I looked at Lyra. The bond carried her amusement to me. And trust. And the unmistakable waveform that meant she’d already known Mia was coming and had chosen not to warn me.

“Fine,” I said. “But no filming supernatural elements.”

“I edit EVERYTHING. Cherry’s horns are never visible. Her tail gets cut. I’m a PROFESSIONAL.”

“You’re a college sophomore with a ring light.”

“A college sophomore with 150,000 followers and a trending podcast.” She winked. “Same thing.”



The staying faction settled into their assignments with the seasoned efficiency of a household that had survived Warden raids, Banisher incursions, a demon realm expedition, and Cherry’s cooking.

Morgana took command of the Chicago operation. Two centuries of crisis management made the transition seamless.

“I’ll coordinate the brownstone ward restoration,” she said, clipboard already tracking artisan schedules. Demon-realm stone workers were arriving through the semi-permanent gateway Aldric had arranged — three of them, specialists in dimensional architecture, each carrying tools that looked like they’d been carved from the same crystal as the Eighth Circle’s spires. “The ward foundation is approximately 30% restored. Full rehabilitation will take three to four months, but accelerated work while you’re gone could push us to 45%.”

“And the tribunal?”

“Twelve days. I’ll prepare the brief with whatever fragment data you transmit from the road. Priya handles the academic citations. Voss handles the legal framework.” She looked at me over her glasses. “Send me readings in real time. Every fragment. Energy signatures, message content, ambient environmental readings at each collection site. I want DATA, Jake, not impressions.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Your best with a clipboard or your best from memory?”

“I don’t have a clipboard.”

She produced one from somewhere behind her back. I had never seen this clipboard before. It was new. It had my name on it.

“You do now,” she said. “Column A: fragment location. Column B: energy signature. Column C: message content recovered. Column D: ambient environmental notes.” She placed it in my hands with the precision of a general issuing field orders. “Don’t lose it.”

“When have I ever—”

“The Barolo incident. October.”

“That was ONE TIME.”

“A Barolo does not simply fall behind a couch. It requires negligence.” She removed her glasses. Folded them. The gesture shifted from logistics to something warmer. “Come back with answers. I’ll keep everyone alive here.”

I believed her. Morgana had been keeping people alive longer than this nation had existed. An overcrowded Chicago apartment was well within her operational parameters.



That night, I said goodbye to the people who were staying. Each farewell carried its own gravity.

Lyra first. In the bedroom. The Soulbound bond pulsing between us like a shared heartbeat.

She pressed her forehead against mine. Golden hair falling around us. Blue eyes luminous in the dim light. Through the bond, I felt everything she wasn’t saying aloud — the week of separation stretching before us, the trust that was bigger than distance, the knowledge that she’d feel every moment of whatever happened on the road.

“I’ll feel you the whole way,” she said. “Every mile. Every fragment. Every—” She smiled, something private and knowing. “—encounter.”

“Does that bother you?”

“I felt you with Kira last night. Through the bond.” She traced a finger along my jaw. “She needed you. The way I needed you in the first week. The way Raven needed you when she was starving. I remember what that desperation feels like.” Her tail curled around my wrist — the possessive grip that was also the gentlest hold she had. “Feed her, Jake. As much as she needs. I’ll feel it, and I’ll use it.”

“Use it?”

“The echoes. Your pleasure, transmitted through the bond. I channel them into the household’s emotional health. When you climax, I feel it — not the full thing, but the resonance. And I use it like a tuning fork. To keep everyone centered. To remind them what connection feels like.” She kissed me. Soft. The Soulbound bond sang. “I’ll be with you even from a thousand miles away.”

I held her. Breathed her in — honeysuckle and vanilla, the scent that had anchored me since the first week. The scent that meant home regardless of which building contained it.

“I love you,” I said.

“I know.” She smiled. “Now go save the broken rocks.”



Morgana’s send-off was in the study. After midnight. Her territory.

She’d set down the clipboard. Removed her glasses. The silk blouse was unbuttoned one more button than her morning standard — the academic yielding to the woman.

“I need baseline Constellation readings before you leave,” she said. “Intimate contact provides the clearest calibration data.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?”

“It’s what it IS.” She stepped closer. The warm-wine-and-spice scent of her filled the small study. Her massive F-cups strained the silk — I could see the outline of her seal between them, the glow faint but visible. “The Lore Class reads the Constellation’s state through the bond network. Intimate contact is the most precise diagnostic window.”

“And the goodbye?”

She paused. Her jaw softened. The scholarly posture loosened by a single, chosen degree.

“And the goodbye,” she said. Quieter. “For the road.”

She guided me to the study’s only clear surface — a section of desk she’d cleared of transcription materials with suspicious preparation. Then she knelt.

Morgana’s paizuri was a masterwork of accumulated lifetimes. She freed my cock from my sweats with unhurried confidence — hands that had been undressing men since before the American Revolution and considered fumbling an insult to the craft. I was already hard. Around Morgana, that wasn’t a choice — her scent alone could get me there, the intoxicating blend of aged wine and warm spice that deepened the closer I got to her skin.

She knelt between my legs, back straight, posture immaculate even in this position. Then she unbuttoned the silk blouse to the waist and let those massive, heavy F-cups spill free. They settled against my thighs — warm, impossibly soft, the weight of them significant enough that I felt the contact shift through my entire body. Her nipples were already stiff, dark peaks against olive skin, her seal glowing between those vast curves like a lantern buried in silk.

She gathered her breasts in both hands, lifted them, and enveloped my cock completely.

The sensation was immediate and consuming. Warm. Soft. Encompassing. My shaft disappeared between those heavy curves — buried in a valley of yielding flesh that pressed from every angle simultaneously. She squeezed her hands together, creating a channel of tight, slick warmth, and began to stroke.

She maintained eye contact. Always. The amber eyes that could read a soul or calibrate a dimensional resonance or make a man forget his own name, all with equal precision. Her hands pressed the heavy curves together, working with unhurried precision — not rushing, because Morgana never rushed anything. Each stroke was intentional. Each shift of pressure calculated. The head of my cock emerged from between her tits at the top of each stroke — glistening, swollen — before she pulled me back down into that pillowy embrace. Her seal glowed between her breasts, the light pulsing in rhythm with her movements, the Lore Class diagnostic reading running through the intimate contact.

“Good boy,” she murmured. The phrase that was simultaneously nurturing and devastating, delivered with the quiet authority of a woman who meant every word. “The Constellation’s baseline is…” She paused to adjust her technique — tighter, slower, her thumbs pressing her nipples against my shaft so I felt the stiff peaks drag along the sensitive underside with each stroke. She tilted forward and let a trail of warm spit fall between her breasts, slicking the channel, making each thrust glide with obscene ease. “…stable. Your resonance is strong. Good.”

She was running diagnostics DURING the paizuri. Multitasking with the dedication of a true academic. The seal between her breasts blazed brighter as my pleasure built — she was reading the data like a seismograph, each pulse of my arousal providing information about the Constellation’s current state.

I gripped the edge of the desk. My hips thrust upward involuntarily — fucking the channel of her breasts, the slick heat driving me toward the edge faster than I’d planned. She felt the urgency and responded by pressing her tits tighter together, adding a subtle rolling motion that worked my cock from base to tip in a continuous wave of pressure.

“Morgana—”

“Almost there.” Academic and intimate simultaneously. Her eyes held mine. She dipped her head and caught the crown of my cock with her lips at the peak of the next stroke — one wet, perfect lick across the slit that made my vision blur. Then she released it back into the valley of her breasts. “Let go. I need the peak reading.”

I came between her breasts. Hard. The first spurt shot up between those massive curves and painted the hollow of her throat. The second pulsed thick and heavy into the channel of her cleavage, warm cum spreading across the inner slopes of her tits while her seal blazed amber-gold — lighting the study walls and sending a pulse through every connected point in the Constellation. She held the position, hands pressing her breasts together around my still-pulsing cock, milking the last of my release with slow, measured strokes while the diagnostic completed. Cum pooled in the valley between her F-cups, glistening in the seal’s golden light.

“Peak reading captured,” she said. Not breathless. Not flustered. Two objectives achieved simultaneously — anything less would have been poor time management.

She released. Stood. Cleaned her chest and throat with a cloth she’d prepared (of course she’d prepared — folded neatly on the desk, positioned within arm’s reach). Retrieved her glasses. Put them on. Picked up her clipboard. The seal between her breasts was still glowing faintly as she buttoned her blouse.

“Baseline calibrated,” she said. “Send fragment readings in the format I specified. Column A through D.”

She kissed me once — brief, full, containing everything she wouldn’t say compressed into three seconds of contact. I could taste a hint of me on her lips.

“Come back with answers,” she said. Then she turned and walked out. Clipboard first.

Morgana.



Raven caught me on the fire escape. Their place. The December Chicago air was sharp enough to cut, the wind off Lake Michigan carrying the kind of cold that made your teeth ache. But Raven was wrapped in her own shadows — a cocoon of darkness that blocked the wind and held warmth like a blanket made of night.

She was sitting on the railing. Legs crossed. Combat fishnets catching the streetlight through the shadows. Her jet-black hair was sharp against the December sky, the asymmetrical cut framing violet eyes that were trying very hard to look indifferent and failing with the transparency that Raven’s tail always betrayed.

Speaking of which — her tail was lashing. The agitated whip-crack rhythm she reserved for situations she understood rationally but hated emotionally.

“You’re taking Cherry and not me,” she said.

“Someone has to—”

“I know.” She uncrossed her arms. Crossed them again. The shadow-cocoon flickered with her frustration. “Someone has to monitor Kith and Lane. Someone has to keep the household secure. Someone has to make sure Cherry’s corruption aura doesn’t create a state of emergency in fourteen states without ANYONE here to manage the tactical situation.”

“You’re the best person for—”

“I KNOW. I know I’m the best person for it. That’s what makes it worse.” Her tail lashed again. Twice. “I hate this.”

“I know.”

“Come back.”

“Always.”

She looked at me. The violet eyes that had been hostile and afraid when she’d crashed through my window months ago. The eyes that had gone from hostile to this — not all at once, but in a hundred small surrenders she’d never acknowledged.

She kissed me hard, possessive and urgent, her hands fisting in my shirt. The shadows surged around us — a claim, pure and possessive. Her mouth tasted like jasmine and urgency, and her teeth found skin — hard, deliberate, the kind of mark she’d deny leaving.

“If that new one hurts you,” she said against my mouth, “I’ll shadow-step across the country and handle it myself.”

“She’s not going to hurt me.”

“She bit Aldric.”

“Aldric startled her.”

“He BREATHED near her.”

“Raven.”

“He walked into the kitchen and BREATHED, Jake, and she BIT him. On the HAND. He had to use Morgana’s first aid kit.”

“She’s been alone since she landed. Her survival reflexes are—”

“I know what survival reflexes are. Mine tried to kill you three times in the first week.” Her tail wrapped around my wrist. The specific grip that meant MINE. She held it for three heartbeats, each one a pulse of possessive heat. Then she pulled back.

“Call me. Every night. And I don’t mean a phone call.” The look in her violet eyes made the meaning clear — the shadow-steeped, fire-escape kind of call. The kind that involved her voice in my ear and her breathing in the darkness and the fire-escape intimacy of two people who’d claimed each other in a language they’d invented on this railing.

Her Darkness Cloak wrapped us. The city disappeared. The cold disappeared. Everything except the two of us, standing in absolute darkness on a fire escape in December, existing in the private dimension that Raven’s shadows had built for moments exactly like this.

“For the road trip,” she said. Creating a new tradition on the spot with the conviction of someone who’d decided this was now sacred law. “Every departure gets one.”

She turned. Leaned against the railing. Looked over her shoulder with that Raven look — challenge and invitation and surrender, all braided together in violet. Her thick ass pressed back toward me. Her tail released my wrist and wrapped around the railing support instead, anchoring her.

I pushed the combat fishnets aside. The torn fabric parted easily — Raven’s “combat lingerie” was strategically compromised for exactly these moments. My hands found her bare ass — thick, generous, the plush curves that spilled over my grip no matter how hard I squeezed. The pale porcelain of her skin glowed faintly in the shadow-darkness, the only light the violet pulse of her eyes. I spread her cheeks. Ran my thumb across the tight ring of muscle between them. She shivered — not from the cold.

Anal. Because tradition. Because trust. Because Raven had chosen this as her love language and every time she offered it was a declaration more articulate than any words she’d ever spoken.

I spat on my cock. Pressed the head against her asshole — the tight pucker clenching reflexively, then consciously relaxing. She breathed out. Pushed back. The tip breached her with the slow, yielding resistance that Raven had taught me to recognize as invitation. She hissed through her teeth — the sound sharp, edged, hungry.

“Seven days,” she breathed. “Seven days without this.”

I pressed deeper. Inch by slow inch, her ass swallowing my cock with the clenching grip that made this act distinctly, devastatingly Raven. Tighter than anything else. Hotter. The intimate surrender that nobody else had ever earned from her.

“I’ll make it count.”

“You’d BETTER.”

I bottomed out. Buried to the hilt in her thick ass, my hips flush against those generous curves. She made a sound — low, guttural, private — that vibrated through the railing and into my chest. Then I pulled back. Thrust forward. Found the rhythm.

I gripped her thick hips. Pulled her back against each stroke. The slap of my pelvis against her plush ass was muffled by the shadow-cocoon — but the sound was there, a rhythmic percussion that matched the creak of the fire escape beneath us. Her shadows wrapped tighter around us — privacy becoming participation, the darkness pressing against our skin like hands, like heat, Raven’s need to consume every experience given physical form. The December wind howled outside the cocoon but inside was warm, was Raven, was the supernatural heat of her body turning the fire escape into a furnace.

Her moans were muffled against her own forearm — because Raven’s sounds were always private, always just for us. Low. Rough. The specific register she only used when the walls were down. Each thrust drove the sound out of her — not screams, not Cherry-volume, but concentrated, breathy groans that carried more weight for their restraint.

I reached around. Found her clit through the torn fishnets — swollen, slick with her arousal. Pressed. Circled. The dual stimulation — my cock stretching her ass, my fingers working her clit — made her whole body clench. Her thick thighs pressed together, trapping my hand against her soaked pussy. Her juices coated my fingers. Her tail released the railing and wrapped around my leg with the crushing grip of a woman on the edge.

I fucked her harder. Deeper. Each thrust forcing her hips into the railing, those plush cheeks jiggling with the impact, the obscene visual of my cock disappearing between those pale, perfect cheeks visible only to me and the darkness. My fingers rubbed faster on her clit. Pinched it. She bucked back against me — the last resistance dissolving.

She came with my name whispered like a prayer. Barely audible — because Raven’s volume was inversely proportional to the significance of the moment. Her shadows exploded outward, covering the entire fire escape in darkness so complete that the city below disappeared. Her ass clenched around me in rhythmic pulses — tight, crushing, pulling — each contraction milking my cock with desperate, crushing grip. Her pussy spasmed against my fingers in the same rhythm, her whole body coming apart in synchronized waves.

I drove deep one last time and came inside her. My cock pulsed in the tight grip of her ass, pumping cum into her with a groan that the shadow-cocoon swallowed. The incubus energy surged through the contact — Raven’s blade-sharp frequency, concentrated and precise. Her inner-thigh seal glowed violet through the fishnets. I could feel her ass still clenching around me, still squeezing, still taking everything I had to give. The shadows pulsed three times, then settled.

“My idiot,” she said afterward. Forehead pressed to the cold metal railing beneath the shadow-cocoon. Breathing hard. My cock still inside her, softening in the tight grip of her body. “My road-tripping idiot.”

“Always.”

She squeezed my wrist one more time. Her tail held my leg for three extra seconds — three seconds longer than necessary, three seconds of not-letting-go that she’d deny if asked.

Then she shadow-stepped inside without looking back.

The fire escape was empty. Just the wind and the ghost of jasmine.



[System] Ping: [Constellation Ambient: 8.3 — slight decrease as Kira’s seal energy prepares to move away from cluster. POSITIVE.]



Dawn. The rented SUV was loaded.

The packing process had taken three hours longer than it should have, because the packing process involved Cherry, and any process involving Cherry expanded to fill whatever time and space and patience was available and then exceeded it by a factor that could be measured but not predicted.

Cherry had packed seventeen outfits into one bag through what appeared to be a violation of spatial physics (or possibly Glamour Class illusion applied to luggage — Morgana was investigating). The bag also contained: hair products (pink, multiple, industrial quantity), food coloring (an entire case, because Cherry’s cooking required it and because she might want to “enhance” meals at diners), three crop tops of increasing structural insufficiency, zero bras (“Why would I? I don’t WEAR them”), Kevin’s spare bow-tie, a ring light for Mia’s content, and a package of pink sequins that she couldn’t explain but felt “NECESSARY.”

She was already in the passenger seat. She had the aux cord. She was scrolling through a playlist titled “CHERRY’S ROAD JAM” that consisted, from what I could see, entirely of songs with the word “baby” in the title. There were forty-seven songs. Some of them were in languages Cherry didn’t speak. She intended to sing all of them.

Her E-cups were straining a pink crop top that appeared to be made of ambition and optimism rather than any structural fabric. Her tail was hidden under a long pink jacket. Her horns were glamoured invisible — the Minor Glamour consuming a small but steady amount of her energy, a trade-off she’d been maintaining since her first week on Earth — “looking human” had become a background process. She was wearing platform sandals because Cherry did not pack for terrain — she packed for aesthetic.

Mia was in the second row, setting up a camera mount on the dashboard bracket she’d ordered from Amazon overnight. A suction-cup mount, a portable ring light (compact, battery-powered, professional-grade — because Mia), and a folder of “potential filming locations” that she’d printed at 4 AM. She was already dressed for content: athletic wear that communicated “wellness influencer on an adventure” in the curated visual language of Instagram.

Kevin was in the backseat. He sat upright, poised, prepared — a registered dimensional familiar embarking on his first road trip. His red sweater was freshly washed. His bow-tie was straight. His rug was wedged behind the middle row (non-negotiable). Tucked beside it: one of Voss’s spare forms, which Kevin had stolen from the briefcase during packing and deposited in his travel pile because all paperwork was Kevin’s jurisdiction and he’d decided this form needed safekeeping. Voss hadn’t noticed yet. He would. His expression communicated readiness and a conditional willingness to tolerate whatever the next seven days produced, provided rest stop standards were maintained.

Sera had come downstairs to see Kevin off. She stood at the building entrance with her hot chocolate, watching him through the SUV window. When Kevin pressed his nose against the glass, her composure cracked — just for a moment. She touched the window on her side. Kevin licked it on his.

“Bring him back,” she said to me. Quiet. Not a request.

“Bring him back in a week,” I corrected.

“A week.” She said it like the word tasted wrong.

Kira stood on the sidewalk.

She had her duffel bag over one shoulder. The same bag she’d carried since Nevada. The same bag that contained her entire life: three changes of utilitarian clothing, a water bottle, a knife, and the smaller pouch with the plug and its memory stone core, the vibrator, the beads, and the compact wand. Everything she owned in the world, fitting in a bag she could grab and run with in under two seconds.

She was looking at the SUV like she wasn’t sure it was real. Like it might dissolve if she touched it. Six months of walking, hitching, and busing across the American West, and now someone was offering to DRIVE her.

Mrs. Peterson appeared at the apartment building’s front door. She was carrying a tin. Of course she was carrying a tin.

“For the journey, dear.” She pressed the cookies into Kira’s hands — the tin was warm, fresh from the oven, the Constellation-enhanced baking that had reached transcendent levels. “The ones with macadamia are for the new girl. She looks like she needs them.”

Kira looked at the tin. At Mrs. Peterson — seventy years old, cardigan that Morgana once described as “dimensionally larger on the inside” with genuine scientific curiosity, the woman who’d known about the supernatural household for weeks and had responded by baking BETTER.

Kira opened the tin. Took a macadamia cookie. Bit into it.

Her eyes widened. The amber caught the dawn light and for one unguarded second — before her expression shuttered — she looked genuinely surprised by how good it was.

She ate three more cookies before reaching the car. Kevin watched from the backseat, his tail sweeping the seat in slow, dignified arcs.

I got behind the wheel. Checked mirrors. Checked the Constellation — eight connected points, steady, the ninth pulsing beside me in the passenger-area cluster. Kira’s seal resonated with a low warm hum already distinct from the others the way you learn to identify instruments in an orchestra.

“Everyone in?”

Cherry: “ROAD TRIP!”

Mia: “Recording!”

Kevin: one bark, formal, the bark of official departure

Kira: “…Drive.”

I pulled away from the apartment. In the rearview mirror, I saw Lyra in the window. Golden hair catching the morning light. One hand raised. Through the Soulbound bond: I’ll be with you. Every mile. Go.

I drove west.

Cherry turned up the music. The first song was “Baby One More Time.” She sang every word. Loudly. Wrong.

It was going to be a long drive.


Chapter 4: Illinois to Iowa

Cherry discovered Illinois forty minutes into the drive.

Not the city part. She’d lived in the city part since spring and had developed opinions about its pizza, its weather, its L train (which she still waved at), and its general approach to clothing norms (too conservative, per Cherry; appropriately civilized, per everyone else).

No. Cherry discovered the OTHER Illinois. The Illinois that started about thirty miles west of the Loop and consisted primarily of sky and corn and the gradual, horizon-expanding realization that most of the Earth’s surface was not, in fact, covered in buildings.

“Jake.” Her voice was quieter than usual. A Cherry whisper, which was still louder than most people’s indoor voice. “Where are the BUILDINGS?”

“We’re in the suburbs.”

She pressed her face against the passenger window. Her breath fogged the glass. Through the fog, the last subdivisions of greater Chicago slid past — increasingly spaced, increasingly surrounded by fields, increasingly not-Chicago.

“These are TINY buildings. Why are they so FAR APART?”

“People like yards.”

“What’s a yard?”

“The grass around the building.”

“They put GRASS around buildings? On PURPOSE?” She turned to look at me with genuine bewilderment. “In the demon realm, we put gardens on ROOFS. Why would you waste ground for grass?”

“It’s a cultural thing.”

“It’s a SPACE thing. You have all this ROOM and you put GRASS on it. Humans are WEIRD.”

Twenty minutes later, when the suburbs surrendered entirely and I-80 opened up into the vast, flat, uninterrupted agricultural expanse of central Illinois, Cherry went silent.

Cherry going silent was, in the taxonomy of household events, roughly equivalent to Kevin refusing a treat or Morgana misplacing a clipboard — technically possible but so unprecedented that everyone in the car noticed simultaneously.

Mia lowered her camera. Kevin lifted his head from Kira’s feet. Even Kira, who had spent the first thirty minutes of the drive pressed against the backseat door in a posture that said she was still not entirely convinced this vehicle wasn’t a trap, turned to look at the front seat.

Cherry was staring out the window. Her eyes were wide, the heart-shaped pupils round with wonder. Her tail, hidden under the long jacket, was stock-still.

“Jake.” Her voice was small. “The buildings are GONE.”

“We’re in farmland now.”

“It’s just… FLAT. And green. And…” She pressed both hands against the glass. “Nothing. There’s nothing HERE. It’s just Earth. Plain Earth. Without anything ON it.”

“Corn, mostly.”

“IS THAT WHAT CORN LOOKS LIKE?” She’d seen corn in cans. In bags. In Cherry’s signature pink corn chowder that nobody ate voluntarily. She had never seen corn growing in a field stretching to every horizon like a vast green ocean of agricultural ambition.

“It’s harvested right now, actually. Those are the stubble fields.”

“The Earth has STUBBLE?”

Kira, from the backseat: “Most of it.”

Cherry turned to face her. “Most of EARTH looks like THIS?”

“More or less. Cities are the exception.”

Cherry sat back in her seat. Cherry’s eyes were absorbing something fundamental — the scale of the planet she’d landed on, suddenly made real by the absence of the only reference point she’d known.

“That’s TERRIFYING,” she said.

Then, thirty seconds later: “Can we stop and TOUCH it?”

“Touch the cornfield?”

“I want to KNOW what empty Earth feels like!”

I did not stop to let Cherry touch a cornfield. This decision would be debated at length over the next three hundred miles.



The first rest stop was a masterclass in controlled chaos.

It appeared along I-80 somewhere past Joliet — a standard Illinois rest area with a brick building, a parking lot, a vending machine, and the architectural blandness that characterized American highway infrastructure. To most travelers, it was a bathroom and a stretch break.

To Cherry, it was an alien artifact.

“JAKE!” She was out of the car before I’d fully stopped. Her corruption aura deployed like a fragrance grenade — I could feel it ripple outward across the parking lot, settling over the twenty or so other travelers like a warm, uninhibited blanket. “What is THAT?”

She was pointing at the vending machine. A standard Frito-Lay unit with a glass front and a coin slot.

“A vending machine.”

“You put MONEY in it and FOOD comes out?”

“Snacks, technically—”

She was already at the machine. She pressed her face against the glass, examining the spiral coils with the intensity of Priya examining an archive text. “They’re TRAPPED in there. Little bags of food in a PRISON.” She looked at me with concern. “Do we FREE them?”

“You put coins in the slot.”

Cherry ignored this. She leaned close to the glass. Placed both palms flat against the machine. And Charm Voiced it.

“Give me the snacks,” she whispered. The words carried the subtle compulsion of a Glamour Class who’d learned to weaponize her voice against Chicago bartenders, traffic cops, and one very confused postal worker. “Please. They WANT to be free.”

The vending machine hummed. The fluorescent light behind the glass flickered once.

Nothing happened.

Cherry frowned. Tried again, harder. “RELEASE THEM.”

The machine was immune. Frito-Lay engineering, apparently, had been designed to withstand forces that even interdimensional seduction couldn’t penetrate.

“It’s not LISTENING, Jake!”

“It’s a machine, Cherry. It doesn’t have ears.”

“Then how does it KNOW what I want?”

“Coins. In the slot.”

“COINS for FREEDOM! That’s so SAD! But also EFFICIENT!” She dug in the road trip fund envelope I’d given her and began feeding quarters into the machine with the enthusiasm of someone liberating prisoners of war. Three bags of chips, two candy bars, and a package of off-brand cookies tumbled into the collection tray. Cherry gathered them against her chest like rescued kittens.

“They’re FREE, Jake! I FREED them!”

A family at a nearby picnic table was watching. The father had put down his sandwich mid-bite. The mother was smiling without knowing why. Their two children waved at Cherry. Cherry waved back. The corruption aura made the father turn to his wife and say “I’ve always thought you were the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met” in a voice loud enough to carry across the parking lot. His wife burst into tears. They hugged. The children looked confused.

Cherry beamed. “This REST STOP is so FRIENDLY!”

Cherry returned from the restroom with the expression of someone who had witnessed a war crime.

“Jake.” Her voice was low. Haunted. “The BATHROOM.”

“What about it?”

“The STALL. There’s no DOOR on the stall.”

“Some rest stops don’t—”

“NO DOOR, Jake! Where does the DOOR go? Who TAKES a door? What kind of CIVILIZATION removes doors from BATHROOMS?” She grabbed my arm. “In the demon realm, every bathroom has a door. And CURTAINS. And SCENTED CANDLES. This is BARBARIC.”

“It’s a rest stop in Illinois.”

“It’s a HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATION!” She shuddered. “I held it. I’m holding it until we find a bathroom that respects the CONCEPT of PRIVACY.”

Kevin, meanwhile, was conducting his own inspection. He’d been released from the car and was surveying the available facilities with the critical eye of a familiar accustomed to Chicago’s premium urban greenery. The rest stop offered a narrow strip of grass, a single tree, and a fire hydrant.

Kevin approached the tree. Sniffed. Considered. Circled.

Rejected it.

He returned to the car and sat by the door. His expression made clear that this establishment did not meet his standards and he would hold it until facilities improved.

“He does this,” Kira said from behind me. She was standing near the car, duffel over her shoulder (she’d brought it to the bathroom — she brought it everywhere), watching Kevin’s performance with the mild familiarity of someone who’d spent months traveling with stray dogs. “He held it for forty miles outside Reno.”

“How do you know about Kevin’s—”

“Dogs are consistent. The good ones have standards.” She watched Kevin return to her side. “He’s a good one.”

It was the most she’d said about anything that wasn’t survival logistics or the memory stone. Kevin pressed his head deeper into her hand. He knew a compliment when he heard one.

Mia, who had set up her camera on a tripod aimed at the vending machine approximately eight seconds after Cherry’s encounter began, was already editing the footage.

“‘Discovering Joy in Unexpected Places — a meditation on appreciation,’” she narrated to herself, thumbs flying across her phone. “Cherry at the vending machine. Natural reaction. Unscripted. The followers are going to LOSE IT.”

“Don’t show her horns.”

“The glamour is holding. I’m cropping above the hairline anyway.”

“Or her tail.”

“Jake. I’ve been editing Cherry out of supernatural footage for MONTHS. I’m a PROFESSIONAL.”

The vending machine video would get 50,000 views in two hours. Cherry would become a minor TikTok sensation as “The Girl Who Loves Vending Machines.” Her face was blurred. Her features were hidden. Her joy was not.



We crossed into Iowa at late afternoon. The landscape had shifted from Illinois flat to Iowa rolling — gentle hills, scattered farmhouses, the warm Midwestern light that made everything look like a calendar photograph from 1997.

Kira went rigid in the backseat.

The change was sudden enough that Kevin lifted his head, and Kevin didn’t lift his head for anything less than a legitimate emotional event.

Kira’s hand pressed flat against her chest — then corrected, moving to her left hip where the seal pulsed under her clothes. Her eyes unfocused, looking at something none of us could see.

“Close,” she said. “The first one.”

I adjusted the rearview mirror. She was leaning forward, her whole body oriented toward the windshield, the Wayfinder sense pulling her forward like a dowsing rod locking onto water.

“How close?”

“Eighty miles. Maybe less.” She closed her eyes. The horn nubs on her temples flushed with blood — a visible color change, the bone warming from pale to bronze as her abilities activated. “It’s in a building. A human building. Near food.”

“A restaurant?”

“I don’t know ‘restaurant.’ A place where humans eat and the floor is sticky.”

Cherry lit up. “A DINER! It’s a DINER! I’ve never been to a DINER outside Chicago! Jake, are OUTSIDE diners different from INSIDE diners?”

“They’re the same.”

“But with DIFFERENT menus?”

“Similar menus.”

“But DIFFERENT PIE?”

“Possibly different pie.”

“WE HAVE TO GO.”

The diner materialized thirty miles east of Iowa City — a silver-sided truck stop joint called Big Ray’s 24-Hour, squatting at the intersection of I-80 and a county road with the architectural confidence of a building that had never considered the concept of aesthetic improvement. Neon signs buzzed. A row of semis idled in the lot. The smell of fried everything leaked through the car windows.

Kira stared at it.

“I was here,” she said. Quiet. “Three weeks ago. I slept in the parking lot. Behind the dumpster. It rained.”

Nobody said anything for a moment. Cherry’s hand found Kira’s knee across the center console gap. Kira didn’t push it away.

“The fragment is inside,” Kira continued, resettling into operational mode. “Behind the counter. In the wall. Behind the…” She concentrated. “…pie display.”

“Of course it’s behind the pie,” I said.

“PIE!” Cherry was already out of the car.

The plan formed quickly because it needed to. We couldn’t exactly explain to Big Ray (or whoever ran this establishment) that we needed to dig a glowing interdimensional crystal fragment out of their wall. We needed a distraction.

Cherry looked at me. I looked at Cherry. We both knew what the distraction was.

“I’ll handle it,” she said. Half a year of perfecting the art of making entire rooms forget what they were doing. She was built for this.

She walked into Big Ray’s 24-Hour Diner. The door chimed. The corruption aura deployed.

The results were immediate and devastating.

Within thirty seconds: the waitress (a woman named Darlene, according to her name tag) abandoned her conversation about a coffee refill mid-sentence and began telling Cherry about her childhood dream of opening a yarn shop in Vermont. The cook emerged from the kitchen to contribute his feelings about Darlene’s potential yarn shop and then segued into a confession about his fear of becoming his father. Two truckers at the counter who hadn’t spoken to each other in six years of overlapping schedules suddenly discovered they’d both served in the same National Guard unit and began embracing.

Cherry leaned on the counter. Her E-cups pressed against the laminate with a gravitational event that made every eye in the diner recalibrate. She Charm Voiced the waitress — not intentionally, not with force, just the natural inflection of a Glamour Class in conversational mode: “Tell me about your PIES, Darlene.”

Darlene told her about the pies. In detail. With emotional transparency that suggested she’d been waiting her entire life for someone to ask. The cook joined in. The truckers contributed. A twenty-minute conversation about the philosophy, history, and emotional significance of diner pie began, and nobody — nobody — was looking at the wall behind the pie display case.

Kira and I slipped behind the counter.

The fragment was exactly where she’d said — embedded in the plaster behind the glass case, at about hip height. The dimensional energy had punched the shard into the wall material when the eight-point pulse hit, sealing it into the building’s structure like a bullet in Kevlar.

Kira pressed her hand to the wall. I stood behind her, blocking the view from the dining area (not that anyone was looking — Cherry had the room’s complete attention and was now soliciting opinions on meringue).

Her seal pulsed through her shirt. Amber light at her hip, warm and directional, the Wayfinder energy reaching for its lost piece. The fragment responded — I felt it in the seal-network, the way you feel a phone vibrating in your pocket. A buzz of recognition. A piece calling to its whole.

The shard slid from the plaster. Drawn by the seal’s pull, it emerged from the wall like a splinter working its way to the surface of skin — slowly, then all at once, landing in Kira’s open palm.

Small. Marble-sized. Warm. Pulsing with the same warm frequency as the core in her plug.

She held it. Closed her eyes. The network surged — a PULSE. A piece of the message snapping into place, the encoded data aligning with the core fragment like a puzzle piece finding its neighbor.

A voice. Ancient. Measured. Not loud — projected through the Constellation’s network rather than through air.

“…the twelfth must be placed…”

Then static. Then nothing.

Three words. Fragments of a sentence. A piece of a message left by someone who’d known what they were doing — known they were scattering information across dimensions, known it would need to be reassembled, known it would be incomplete until it wasn’t.

“Got it,” Kira said. She wrapped the shard in a bandana from her duffel and tucked it beside the plug pouch.

Cherry was still at the counter.

“—and the CRUST should be FLAKY but not TOO flaky because that’s just LAZY and I have OPINIONS about lazy crust—”

“We got it,” I said. “Let’s go.”

“But she hasn’t told me about the MERINGUE!”

“Cherry.”

“The MERINGUE, Jake! This is IMPORTANT!”

I physically guided Cherry toward the door. She continued the meringue conversation over her shoulder, through the closing door, and for thirty feet across the parking lot. Darlene waved. The cook waved. The two reunited National Guard truckers waved with the emotional openness of men who’d just rediscovered brotherhood at a pie counter in Iowa.

Cherry waved back with both hands. “BYE, DARLENE! BYE, FRANK! YOUR PIE IS BEAUTIFUL AND SO ARE YOU!”



We parked behind Big Ray’s as the sun went down. The Iowa sky was enormous — a dome of orange and purple and deepening blue that stretched from horizon to horizon without a single building to interrupt it. Cherry pressed her face against the window and watched the colors change.

Mia had taken Kevin for a walk — she needed “B-roll of Kevin in a rural setting” for a segment she was calling “Kevin’s America.” Kevin had inspected the truck stop’s designated pet area, deemed it adequate (barely), and consented to a brief constitutional. His bow-tie caught the sunset light.

The car was quiet. Just me and Cherry and Kira, the engine cooling, the evening settling.

Cherry’s cumwalk urge was building. I could feel it — not through the Constellation directly, but through her restlessness. The exhibition itch needed scratching. The fidgeting. The tail movement under her jacket. The way she kept looking at the truck stop’s parking lot — the long, empty stretch of asphalt between Big Ray’s and the gas station, lit by tall highway lamps that would cast shadows and light in equal measure.

“Jake.” Her pink eyes were sparkling in the dashboard light. “I need you.”

“Cherry, we’re in a truck stop parking lot in Iowa.”

“I KNOW.” The sparkle intensified. “Iowa is NEW. I’ve never been to Iowa. Everything here is different and my body is all… tingly from the fragment energy and the PIE conversation and the SUNSET, Jake, the sunset is ENORMOUS, why is the sky so BIG here—”

She was climbing over the center console. In the rearview mirror, I could see Kira watching from the backseat. Her expression was blank. But her eyes tracked Cherry’s movements with a quality that might have been curiosity.

Cherry pulled me toward the backseat. Kira, without comment, moved to the passenger seat with a fluidity that suggested she’d been expecting this. Kevin’s blanket was still warm. She pulled it over her legs and stared out the window at the parking lot.

Cherry’s enthusiasm in confined spaces was a force of nature that physics had learned to accommodate rather than resist. She pushed me down across the backseat — Kevin’s blanket beneath me, the heated seats still warm — and straddled me, buzzing with the energy of cornfields and diners and enormous Iowa skies that had turned her arousal dial to maximum.

She kissed me — cotton candy and meringue opinions and the full intensity of a mouth that had never learned what “coy” meant. Her tongue pushed into mine with cheerful aggression, no hesitation, no prelude. Her signature sweetness thickened in the air — the arousal amplifier, the Glamour Class pheromone that made the air sweet and warm and three degrees hotter than the Iowa evening outside.

Her crop top rode up — not that it had far to go. The fabric was more suggestion than structure, and Cherry’s impossible tits had never met a garment they couldn’t negotiate into submission. They spilled free of the hem like they’d been waiting for the excuse, pressing against my chest with the warm, heavy weight that bypassed rational thought and spoke directly to something primal. Bare now. Her nipples were stiff pink peaks, the areolae slightly puffy, impossibly sensitive — Cherry never wore bras, never saw the point, and in moments like this the lack of barrier meant I could feel every detail of those massive tits pressed flat against my body. Soft and warm and heavy enough to make my mouth water.

Her tail escaped the jacket and wrapped around my thigh, the spaded tip pressing against the back of my knee — the Cherry tail-grip that telegraphed urgency and possession and the pure frequency of WANT that Cherry never bothered to moderate.

“Quiet,” I said.

“I’m ALWAYS quiet.”

“You have literally never been quiet.”

“I’ll be quiet THIS time.” She was already pulling at my jeans, yanking them down my hips — her coordination always improved dramatically when sex was the objective. Her hand found my cock — already hard, straining — and she stroked it once, twice, her palm wet with her own arousal. She’d been soaked since the pie conversation. Since the sunset. Since Iowa.

She positioned herself over me and sank down in one smooth drop. My cock spread her open — tight, wet, the supernatural heat of a succubus in full arousal wrapping around me like a fist made of silk. She took me to the hilt and the gasp that escaped her was loud enough that the trucker three spaces over definitely heard it. Her massive tits bounced with the impact of settling, the weight of them shifting and swaying in the dashboard’s faint light. Her pink eyes went half-lidded. Her seal flickered on her decolletage — a pink pulse visible through the bunched crop top.

“Quiet,” I repeated.

She whispered-Charm Voiced “MORE” and the word resonated through the car’s metal frame. The dashboard lights flickered. The radio, which was off, briefly played three seconds of a country song before going silent again. The rearview mirror vibrated.

She rode me like twelve hours without me was an eternity — which, by Cherry’s standards, it was. An hour of pie with emotional truckers, liberated vending machine snacks, and Glamour Class systems running at maximum output had built to this. She needed fuel. She needed incubus energy flowing through intimate contact — nothing else would do.

Quick. Enthusiastic. Pure Cherry — her hips slamming down uninhibited — scheduling, privacy, and every other human concept she’d been failing to grasp since day one abandoned completely. Each downstroke took me deep — the wet slap of her ass meeting my thighs echoing in the confined space. Each upstroke let me see the glistening shine of her pussy gripping my shaft, her swollen lips clinging to my cock like they refused to let go. Her massive tits bounced wildly with each stroke — gravity-defying, the heavy flesh rising and falling in a hypnotic rhythm I couldn’t look away from. I reached up and palmed one, squeezing, rolling her nipple between my fingers. She whimpered. The sound was high and needy and carried through the car’s cracked windows.

The backseat was too small for this. Cherry’s knees were jammed against the seat backs, her head brushing the ceiling when she rose up. None of it mattered. She fucked me like the Iowa truck stop parking lot was the only place in the universe and this backseat was all the space she needed.

She came with a muffled shriek against my shoulder — not quiet, never quiet, but muffled at least. Her wings flickered under the jacket — the vestigial appendages that couldn’t fly but could flutter, that moved during climax like an afterthought of the demon realm she’d left behind. Her seal blazed pink through the crop top. Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic waves — tight, pulling, milking — the contractions so intense I could feel each individual pulse dragging along my cock.

I gripped her tiny waist — my hands nearly spanning her midsection, the absurd contrast of her narrow waist and those massive tits making my blood pound. Drove up into her. Hard. Deep. Again. The angle that pressed the head of my cock against her deepest spot and made her bury her face in my neck and whimper words that weren’t words. I came inside her with a groan that the Iowa sunset absorbed — my cock pulsing deep, pumping thick ropes of cum into her clenching pussy while the incubus energy surged through the release. A flood of essence that her Glamour Class biology absorbed like sunlight, the feeding that kept her powered and satisfied and glowing.

She clenched. Deliberate. Practiced. The specific muscle control she’d developed since her cumwalk discovery — the internal grip that sealed me inside her, clamping down around my softening cock, retaining everything, holding every drop. Keeping it in. The sensation sent a pulse of aftershock through both of us.

She sat up. Adjusted her skirt — a formality, since the skirt barely covered anything on a good day and Cherry’s definition of “adjusted” was roughly equivalent to most people’s definition of “still not dressed.” No underwear. Cherry default.

“I need to walk,” she said. Calm now. Centered. Post-orgasmic Cherry was a rare and specific creature — focused, serene, purposeful. It lasted approximately until the next stimulus.

“Cherry—”

“Just to the gas station. For snacks.” She opened the car door. The Iowa evening air hit us — cool, clean, carrying the smell of diesel and corn and vast American nothing. Goosebumps rose on her bare thighs. “I need snacks, Jake.”

She walked.

Across the truck stop parking lot, in the fading Iowa sunset, Cherry walked with the slow hip sway that broadcast ownership and satisfaction and the complete absence of underwear. Her platform sandals clicked on the asphalt. Her pink hair caught the orange light. The short skirt swayed with each step — a metronome of pink fabric across brown thighs.

I watched from the backseat. My cum was inside her — I could tell from the walk. The unhurried pace. The way her hips rolled with each step like she was savoring something. In the parking lot’s fading light, I caught a wet gleam just below the skirt’s hem before the fabric swayed back. She was carrying me across an Iowa truck stop, and she was taking her time about it.

A trucker in the lot watched her pass. His eyes traveled the inevitable route that Cherry’s proportions demanded — pink hair, crop top straining across impossible tits, tiny waist, the short skirt’s hem, and then down. He noticed the slick trace on her thigh. Blinked. His brain, under the corruption aura’s influence, decided this wasn’t important. What WAS important was that he loved his wife and should probably call her.

He sat down heavily on his truck’s running board. Pulled out his phone. Called home.

Cherry walked on. Hips swaying. Cum sliding. The Iowa evening settling around her like a warm blanket as she pushed through the gas station door and disappeared into fluorescent light and the overwhelming variety of American snack food.

She returned seven minutes later with Funyuns, Red Bull, four bags of M&Ms, and a glow that had nothing to do with the fluorescent lighting.

She climbed into the car. Set the snacks on the console. Turned to Kira in the passenger seat.

“M&Ms?”

Kira looked at the offered bag. At Cherry. At the faint shimmer on Cherry’s inner thigh, visible for a moment before the skirt settled.

She took the M&Ms. Ate them one at a time.

[System] Ping: [Fragment 1/5 collected — Memory Stone: 35% assembled] [Message fragment: “…the twelfth must be placed…”]



Kira held the fragment against the core in her plug when Mia and Kevin returned. The two pieces vibrated in harmony — a warm pulse I felt in my chest like a second heartbeat syncing with the first. She looked at me through the rearview mirror.

“Four more.”

“Four more.”

She was quiet for a while. The Iowa night settled around the car — stars appearing, thicker than Chicago allowed, the Milky Way a faint suggestion above the highway lights.

“The diner,” she said. “I slept in that parking lot. It rained.”

I waited. Kevin, pressed against her legs in the backseat, waited.

“There was a stray dog there too. Brown and white. Some kind of hound mix. It slept next to me.” She scratched behind Kevin’s ears. “In the morning it was gone. They always left in the morning.”

Cherry, for once, said nothing. She just reached back between the seats and set a bag of M&Ms on Kira’s lap.

Kira opened them. Ate them one at a time. Slower than she ate anything else.

The Iowa dark pressed against the windows. Four fragments left. 1,400 miles of highway between here and the last one.

She finished the M&Ms. Folded the bag. Put it in her pocket instead of the trash.


Chapter 5: Nebraska Isn’t Real

Nebraska was doing something to Cherry.

Not anything supernatural. Not her corruption aura backfiring, not a Glamour Class feedback loop, not dimensional interference from the fragments. Nebraska was doing something to Cherry the old-fashioned way — by being Nebraska.

Three hours of I-80 through the flattest landscape any of us had ever witnessed. Corn stubble fields stretching to every horizon without interruption. Grain elevators rising from the plains like monoliths built by a civilization that worshipped storage. The sky — vast, oppressive, relentlessly blue — pressing down on the land with the sheer enormity of that openness.

Cherry had been quiet for twenty-two minutes. I’d been tracking it.

“Jake.” Her voice was small. Smaller than Cherry’s voice should be. “Has Nebraska always been here?”

“Yes.”

“Are you SURE? Because nothing is HERE. It’s just Earth forgot to put things in this part.”

“It’s farmland, Cherry.”

“It’s a VOID, Jake. A void with CORN.”

Mia, who had been editing footage in the second row — deadline-focused, phone angled for optimal screen brightness — looked up. Her instincts fired immediately — she recognized the comedic gold of Cherry vs. Nebraska’s existential emptiness and had her camera up before Cherry finished speaking.

“Cherry’s having a moment with the Midwest,” Mia narrated into the camera. “This is incredible content.”

“I’m having a moment with NOTHING.” Cherry’s eyes were wide, her hands pressed against the passenger window. “There’s nothing TO have a moment with. It’s just—” She gestured at the endless flat horizon with both hands, her tail swishing under the jacket with agitated uncertainty. “WHAT IS THIS?”

Kira, from the backseat: “Nebraska.”

Cherry turned around. “Nebraska isn’t REAL.”

“It’s real.”

“Have you BEEN here?”

“I walked through it.”

“You WALKED through Nebraska? How long did it TAKE?”

“Three days.”

Cherry sat with this. Three days of walking through a landscape that had no buildings, no coffee shops, no diners (that she could see), no vending machines to liberate, no people to accidentally corrupt with emotional honesty.

“How did you SURVIVE?”

Kira shrugged. “Walked.”

“But there’s NOTHING—”

“There’s a lot of nothing. You get used to it.”

Cherry stared at Kira with the expression of someone who’d just been told that water was optional. “I don’t WANT to get used to it. I want BUILDINGS and PEOPLE and THINGS.”

“Chicago has those.”

“Chicago is a MILLION miles away!”

“Seven hundred.”

“SEVEN HUNDRED MILES OF NOTHING!”

Kevin lifted his head. His expression communicated mild concern for Cherry’s emotional state but also a request that the volume be reduced because he was trying to nap.

I drove. The corn continued.



We passed a sign at mile marker 287: “WORLD’S LARGEST BALL OF STAMPS — NEXT EXIT.”

Cherry stopped mid-sentence in her existential crisis. Her eyes locked onto the sign with the precise, focused intensity of a Glamour Class detecting a target.

“Jake.”

“No.”

“But it says WORLD’S LARGEST—”

“We’re not stopping for a ball of stamps.”

“It’s the LARGEST, Jake! In the WORLD! How can we drive PAST the largest thing in the WORLD?”

“It’s a ball of stamps.”

“A LARGE ball of stamps! The LARGEST! What if it’s BEAUTIFUL?”

“It’s stamps glued together.”

“You don’t KNOW that! It could be MAGICAL! It could be a CULTURAL TREASURE! Mia, tell him it’s a cultural treasure!”

Mia looked up from her phone. Her eyes had the gleam that meant her content sensors had detected an opportunity. “It would make a GREAT segment. ‘Hidden Gems of America’s Heartland.’ My followers love quirky roadside attractions.”

“MIA.”

“The algorithm LOVES authentic discovery moments, Jake.”

Cherry Charm Voiced “PLEASE?” at a volume that shouldn’t have been physically possible in a moving vehicle. The GPS recalculated. The dashboard vibrated. Kevin’s ears flattened.

I took the exit.

The World’s Largest Ball of Stamps occupied a corrugated metal shed behind a Sinclair gas station approximately three miles off the interstate. The shed had a hand-painted sign (“COME SEE! $3 SUGGESTED DONATION”) and a screen door that didn’t quite close. Inside, on a reinforced wooden platform, sat a sphere approximately four feet in diameter composed entirely of cancelled postage stamps, layered and shellacked and accumulated over what appeared to be decades of dedicated philatelic commitment.

An old man stood beside it. He was approximately seventy, sun-weathered, wearing a Vietnam veteran cap and a flannel shirt so faded it had achieved philosophical neutrality on the question of color. His name, according to the donation jar label, was Earl.

“Welcome to the Ball,” Earl said. “Thirty-seven years of collecting. Forty-two countries represented. She’s my pride and joy.”

Cherry approached the ball with the reverence of a pilgrim approaching a shrine. Her pink eyes reflected the stamps’ faded colors — reds and blues and greens from postal systems spanning decades and continents. Her tail swished under the jacket, brushing against the shed wall.

“Earl.” She was almost whispering. “How did you START?”

Under normal circumstances, Earl might have provided a brief history. Under Cherry’s corruption aura — which had been radiating across the gas station property since she exited the car — Earl provided everything.

Everything.

“My wife left in ’94,” Earl said, and his eyes went distant. “I was working at the plant and she said I didn’t have dreams anymore and she was right, I didn’t, and after she left I found a stamp on the kitchen table — she’d been getting letters from her mother in Tulsa and the last one had this stamp, a American flag stamp, nothing special, but I picked it up and thought this is a thing that went SOMEWHERE, this traveled, this had a JOURNEY, and I started collecting and I couldn’t stop and I know people think it’s crazy but the ball is the only thing I’ve ever built that nobody could take away from me.”

He was crying. Full, open, unashamed tears rolling down weathered cheeks.

Cherry was also crying.

“EARL!” She grabbed his hands. “That’s the most BEAUTIFUL thing I’ve ever HEARD! The stamps are JOURNEYS! They’re little PAPER JOURNEYS stuck together into a BALL of HOPE!”

“Nobody’s ever put it that way,” Earl said, sniffling.

“Your wife was WRONG, Earl! You DO have dreams! The ball IS the dream! It’s RIGHT HERE!” She gestured at the stamps with the passion of an art critic discovering a masterwork in a gas station shed. “Forty-two COUNTRIES! That’s forty-two DREAMS!”

“You really think so?”

“I KNOW so! I have friends from SEVENTEEN DIMENSIONS and NONE of them have built anything this WONDERFUL!”

Earl paused. “Seventeen…?”

“COUNTRIES! I said COUNTRIES! I have friends from seventeen COUNTRIES!”

Mia was filming the entire exchange. Her camera work was surprisingly skilled — she’d framed Earl and Cherry in the shed’s doorway, afternoon light catching Cherry’s pink hair and Earl’s tear-streaked face, the Ball of Stamps between them like a monument to human persistence. She’d edit out Cherry’s supernatural slip and add a soundtrack. It would become a Glow Up Era mini-doc titled “Earl and His Dreams” that went mildly viral in the Midwest self-improvement community.

“Can I sign a release?” Earl asked Mia.

“Already printing it.” She produced a form from her folder. The girl was prepared.

Cherry spent twenty more minutes with Earl. She asked about every stamp she could see. Earl told her. His stories expanded under the aura — not just facts about stamps but facts about his life, his fears, his secret conviction that the ball was “spiritually significant” and that he’d been chosen by the universe to build it.

“IT IS, EARL!” Cherry said. “IT IS SPIRITUALLY SIGNIFICANT! The universe CHOSE you!”

Kevin, who had been brought inside by Kira, refused to go near the ball. He stood at the shed’s entrance and stared at it with the expression of a registered dimensional familiar encountering something that was simultaneously beneath his dignity and outside his jurisdictional understanding. He declined to comment.

Kira watched the entire exchange from the car. She hadn’t gone inside the shed. But she’d rolled down the window and I could see her eyes tracking Cherry’s performance — the tears, the hugging, the corruption-fueled emotional extraction that left Earl feeling more understood than he had in thirty-seven years.

When Cherry finally emerged, talking at approximately 200 words per minute about stamps and jazz (Earl’s secret dream was to play trumpet in a jazz ensemble, a detail the aura had pulled from him like a splinter) and Earl’s beautiful soul, Kira said the most words she’d strung together voluntarily since arriving in Chicago.

“She’s like this about everything?”

“Everything,” I confirmed.

“The stamps. The pie waitress. The vending machine.”

“All of it.”

“…How?”

“Nobody knows.”

Kira was quiet for a moment. Then: “It must be exhausting.”

“For her?”

“For you.”

I laughed. It surprised me — the laugh came from somewhere deep. I’d stopped trying to solve Cherry months ago. You navigated her instead. Like weather.

“You get used to it,” I said.

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it keeps being true.”



The second fragment was in Nebraska.

Kira directed us off I-80 to a truck stop near Grand Island. Standard American highway infrastructure: fuel pumps, a convenience store, a shower facility, the particular combination of diesel fumes and optimism that characterized American trucking culture. Cherry’s corruption aura had already left a trail of emotional honesty across three gas stops since the Ball of Stamps — a clerk in Kearney had confessed to his coworker that he respected her more than anyone he’d ever met, a couple at a rest area near Lexington had renewed their wedding vows over a hot dog, and a highway patrol officer outside Grand Island had pulled over specifically to tell us we seemed like nice people. Cherry considered all of this normal.

Kira had slept here for two nights. She mentioned this without elaboration — the same matter-of-fact delivery she used for all personal information. “The showers were coin-operated. I found enough change on the ground.”

The fragment was embedded in the concrete base of a diesel pump. The dimensional energy had driven the shard deep — not just surface-level like the diner wall, but structurally integrated into the foundation.

“I can’t dig it out,” I said, examining the base. The concrete was solid, reinforced, the kind of industrial pour designed to withstand decades of heavy vehicle traffic.

“I can pull it,” Kira said. She was kneeling beside the pump, her hand flat on the concrete. “If I let my seal open wider.”

The words hung between us. To extract the fragment, she had to stop suppressing her seal. Let it blaze. Which meant the Constellation would feel her more intensely — the ninth point flaring like a signal fire.

Which meant the Stability Division’s sensors might detect a spike.

“How long?” I asked.

“Thirty seconds. Maybe less.”

“Do it.”

Kira closed her eyes. Her nostrils flared. And then she RELEASED.

Her seal pulsed through her shirt — not the faint glow I’d seen during our feeding, but a full activation. Amber-gold light blazed at her hip, visible through the fabric, bright enough to cast shadows on the concrete in the afternoon sun. The bone above her temples flushed with heat. Her tail — still wrapped around her waist — vibrated with the resonance.

The fragment responded. I felt it through the Constellation — the pull, the alignment, a piece of a puzzle recognizing its pattern. The shard slid through the concrete like it was being drawn through water. The solid foundation offered no resistance to dimensional resonance — the fragment existed at a frequency the concrete couldn’t hold.

It landed in Kira’s palm. Hot. Pulsing. Larger than the Iowa fragment — this one was the size of a walnut, golden and crystalline and humming with stored data.

Kira’s seal dimmed. She wrapped the fragment in cloth beside the first shard. The Constellation’s network surged as the message expanded — another piece clicking into the receiver.

“…before the pattern remembers itself…”

Five new words. Connected to the first three: “the twelfth must be placed before the pattern remembers itself.”

A sentence forming across states. A message left by someone who’d scattered it like breadcrumbs across the American highway system.

Kira stood. Dusted concrete grit from her knees.

“The spike,” she said. “They felt it.”

The ripple hit the Constellation’s ambient field, the echo of her seal’s activation traveling outward at dimensional speed. Anyone monitoring the right frequency would have detected it.

Three hundred miles east, in an Inter-Realm Authority field office that I couldn’t see but the Constellation could sense: a scanner pinging. Someone noting coordinates. Someone making a decision about what to do with the information.

[System] Ping: [Fragment 2/5 collected — Memory Stone: 50% assembled] [Message: “…the twelfth must be placed before the pattern remembers itself…”] [Stability Division: LANE — anomaly spike detected in Nebraska. Proceeding to Utah assignment.]

“We should move,” Kira said. She was already walking toward the car.

I followed. Behind us, the concrete base of the diesel pump had a small, clean hole where the fragment had been — a perfect circle the size of a walnut, smooth as glass, as if the material had simply agreed to let the shard go.

The gas station attendant would find it later and call the concrete company to complain about defective materials. He would never get a satisfactory explanation.



By Day 2, the SUV had developed its own ecosystem.

Cherry controlled the music. She’d discovered country music somewhere around the Iowa-Nebraska border and had committed to it with the fervor of a religious conversion. She sang every song at full volume with approximately 40% accuracy on lyrics, 20% accuracy on melody, and 100% commitment to emotional delivery. She had FEELINGS about country songs. She had opinions. She had a theoretical framework.

“Jake, this song is about a TRUCK. But also about LOVE. The truck IS the love, Jake. Do you UNDERSTAND?”

“I understand you’re misinterpreting agricultural equipment as a metaphor.”

“All equipment is a METAPHOR! Morgana told me that!”

“Morgana definitely did not—”

“She said ‘all tools serve the wielder’s intent.’ That’s basically the SAME THING.”

Kira, in the backseat, put her head against the window and closed her eyes. This was not sleep. This was endurance. The trained endurance of months on the solo American highway and was now discovering that a car full of succubi was harder than a car full of strangers.

Mia had established a “content corner” in the second row. Her camera was suction-mounted to the dashboard bracket. A battery pack was velcroed to the seatback. Her phone was in a clamp stand. She had, at some point during the morning, changed outfits without anyone noticing — she was now wearing a different color athletic set that she’d apparently decided was “better for the Wyoming light palette.”

“Light changes across states,” she’d explained when I’d asked. “My followers notice. The algorithm notices. You wouldn’t wear Chicago fall to Nebraska winter, Jake.”

“I would and I am.”

“That’s why you have twelve followers.”

“I don’t have followers.”

“EXACTLY.”

Kevin had claimed the entire left side of the backseat. He sat upright, watching the road with the focused attention of a familiar taking his professional responsibilities seriously. Occasionally he barked at a cow. The cows, unlike the Ball of Stamps, met his minimum threshold for engagement.

Kira occupied the right side of the backseat, behind me. She’d discovered something: she could see my face in the rearview mirror. I’d noticed her watching me — brief glances, quickly redirected when she thought I might look back. Not romantic glances. Reconnaissance glances. Watching the way a person watches when they’re trying to decide whether what they’re seeing is real.

Cherry noticed. Cherry ALWAYS noticed, because Cherry’s social awareness operated at a frequency that was simultaneously oblivious to human norms and devastating about interpersonal dynamics. She said nothing. She caught my eye, glanced meaningfully at the rearview mirror, and smiled.

Then she went back to butchering a song about a man, a truck, and a dog. Kevin howled along for the chorus.



The thaw continued in small movements.

Kira accepted Cherry’s M&Ms without being offered. She simply took the bag from the center console where Cherry had left it and worked through them steadily. When the bag was empty, she placed it in the door’s trash collection (a system she’d organized without comment within the first hour of the trip — Kira organized spaces the way Raven secured perimeters, automatically and without asking permission).

Kevin put his head in her lap during a long stretch of I-80 through Lincoln County. She didn’t push him away. Her hand found his ears. The scratching was becoming a pattern — the ear-scratch rhythm that Kevin had come to associate with Kira working through something. When she scratched faster, she was thinking. When she scratched slower, she was settling.

Right now: slow. Settling.

Mia asked to interview her for the channel. “Just a quick thirty seconds! Your energy is very ‘grounded and authentic,’ which is, like, the most in-demand vibe right now.”

Kira stared at Mia for eight seconds. Mia counted. She later told me it was the longest sustained eye contact she’d ever experienced from someone who wasn’t trying to sell her something.

“No,” Kira said.

But she didn’t leave the room. Which, in car terms, meant she didn’t turn away. She stayed facing forward, Kevin’s head on her lap, eyes on the road, present in the space she’d been asked to participate in even though she’d declined the interview itself.

Cherry, who understood the nuance of that non-departure better than anyone, simply turned up the music and sang. Badly. Loudly. Filling the silence with sound so that Kira’s silence could exist within it without being conspicuous.

Later, at a gas stop, Mia tried a different approach.

She appeared beside Kira with a travel-size concealer, a lip tint, and the gleam that meant a content opportunity had been identified and was being pursued with military focus.

“Just a LITTLE,” Mia said. “Your bone structure is incredible. The camera would LOVE you. Just some concealer on the — and maybe a tinted lip to bring out the—”

Kira stared at her.

The stare continued.

Mia’s hand, holding the concealer, slowed. Stopped. Hovered.

The stare did not waver. It contained no hostility. No anger. No words. Just a steady, unblinking refusal that had walked across Nevada without moisturizer and was not about to start now.

Mia lowered the concealer. “Okay.”

“Okay,” Kira agreed.

“Your bone structure is still incredible.”

“I know.”

Mia retreated to the car with the strategic composure of a content creator who recognized a lost battle and was already reformulating her approach. She did not attempt again. Kevin sneezed once from his post. Editorial.

Then Kira discovered the heated seats.

It was an accident — she shifted in the backseat and her elbow hit the temperature control on the seat’s side panel. The seat warmed. Slowly. Gradually. A heat that rose from the cushion into her body with the gentle insistence of something designed to provide comfort without being asked.

Kira went still. Her whole body softened into the warmth — an unexpected kindness from an inanimate object, and she didn’t know what to do with it.

Warmth. Something good. That asked nothing in return.

Her expression didn’t change. Not a muscle moved in her face. But I saw her hand, very slowly, find the temperature control. And turn it up.

She didn’t mention it. She didn’t thank the car. She just sat in the warmth with Kevin on her lap and Cherry singing wrong lyrics into the Nebraska afternoon.



Night fell somewhere west of North Platte. The Nebraska sky opened up — stars appearing in densities that Chicago’s light pollution had never permitted. Cherry pressed her face to the window and made a sound that was equal parts awe and desire.

“JAKE! The STARS! There are SO MANY!”

“Less light pollution.”

“There are SO MANY MORE than Chicago!”

“Same stars. Just more visible.”

“They’re BEAUTIFUL. They look like… like Lyra’s squirting.” She paused. “Like little explosions of light everywhere.”

“That is the worst astronomical metaphor I’ve ever heard.”

“It’s ROMANTIC!”

We pulled into a motel outside North Platte. Two rooms — me, Kira, and Cherry in one; Mia and Kevin in the other.

Mia had been clear about her boundaries. “I am NOT sleeping in the same room as whatever’s about to happen. I have EARPLUGS. I have BOUNDARIES. I have a CONTENT SCHEDULE that requires REM sleep.”

“Nothing is—”

“JAKE. I KNOW.” She pointed at Cherry. She pointed at Kira. She pointed at me. “Math. I can do math.”

She took Kevin. Kevin went with her willingly — he’d developed a secondary bond with Mia over the course of Glow Up Era filming that he expressed through patient tolerance of ring lights and an agreement to wear accessories for content purposes.

Our room was standard American motel: two queen beds, a TV bolted to the dresser, a bathroom with industrial tile, a window that looked out at the parking lot and, beyond it, the vast Nebraska night.

Kira sat on the edge of one bed. The two fragments were on the nightstand beside the core in its plug. Three pieces of a message. She turned the plug over in her hands — the jeweled silicone, the warm amber glow of the memory stone core, the familiar weight of the object she’d carried across a continent.

Cherry emerged from the bathroom in a crop top and nothing else. Cherry default. She’d stopped wearing pajama bottoms on the first night because “fabric below the waist is OPTIONAL when you’re among FRIENDS.” Nobody had argued because arguing with Cherry about clothing norms was like arguing with weather.

“That thing,” Cherry said, pointing at the plug in Kira’s hands. “It’s pretty.”

Kira held it up. The memory stone core glowed faintly in the dim motel room.

“It’s a butt plug,” Kira said.

Cherry’s eyes went wide.

Then wider.

Then she SAT DOWN on the opposite bed with the decisive motion of someone who’d just received information that could only be absorbed while sitting down.

“A WHAT?” Her pink eyes were enormous. “Is THAT what those are? I saw those in a window in Chicago and I thought they were DECORATIONS! Like little crystal SCULPTURES that people put on SHELVES!”

“They don’t go on shelves.”

“WHERE DO THEY GO?”

Kira looked at Cherry. Cherry looked at Kira. The moment stretched. Then Kira, with a deadpan delivery that was unmistakably her version of humor, said: “Where do you think?”

Cherry’s brain recalibrated. Her pink eyes tracked from the plug to Kira’s face to the plug to Kira’s body to the place on Kira’s body where a plug would go and then back to Kira’s face with the speed of a Glamour Class absorbing a revelation.

“OH,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Oh. OH. And you’ve been CARRYING it—”

“Since she landed.”

“INSIDE—”

“Yes.”

“With the STONE—”

“Yes.”

“ALL THAT TIME?”

“It’s comfortable.”

Cherry was vibrating. Not with arousal (though Cherry’s arousal threshold was low enough that any topic involving intimacy set off background processes). She was vibrating with the buzzing energy of someone who’d just discovered that an entire category of human invention existed that she hadn’t known about.

“What ELSE is there?” Cherry demanded.

The conversation that followed lasted until 3 AM.

Kira started with the basics. She held up the vibrator from her collection — compact, rechargeable, the one she’d carried since Henderson.

“Clitoral,” she said. “External only. Good battery. Quiet motor — important when you’re in a shelter and the woman in the next cot is a light sleeper.”

“How quiet?”

“A loud whisper. Some of the cheap ones sound like a blender. Avoid anything under twenty dollars.”

“Twenty HUMAN dollars?”

“Yes.”

“That’s like… four daemon pearls?”

“Daemon pearls aren’t currency here, Cherry.”

“They SHOULD be. They’re PRETTIER than coins.”

Kira moved on. She retrieved the beads from their case — graduated, smooth, glass.

“These are weighted,” she said, holding them up so they caught the motel light. “Glass retains temperature. You can warm them. Or cool them.”

Cherry’s eyes went enormous. “You can make them COLD?”

“Ice water. Ten minutes. Then insert.”

Cherry made a sound somewhere between terror and fascination. “Why would anyone—”

“Contrast. After warm comes cold. After cold comes warm. The difference is the point.” Kira’s delivery was pure lecture — steady, clinical, the accumulated authority of months of dedicated research. “The internal muscles respond to temperature change with involuntary contraction. Basic physiology.”

“That’s SCIENCE! You’re doing SEX SCIENCE!”

“Applied research.” She set the beads down. Picked up the wand. “This is the important one. The Hitachi Magic Wand is the pinnacle of human engineering.”

“Better than AIRPLANES?”

“Airplanes don’t make you come.”

Cherry considered this. “Fair.”

From there, Kira ran through the full taxonomy — vibrators (clitoral, internal, dual-stimulation, bullet), plugs (graduated, jeweled, vibrating, inflatable), dildos (realistic vs. abstract, temperature-responsive glass), and the peripherals: remote controls, suction cups, warming lubricants, charging docks.

Cherry absorbed every word with the intensity of a doctoral student who’d just discovered her major. She asked questions — good ones, specific ones. Questions about motor durability, silicone versus rubber, whether vibration patterns were customizable, and whether the toys worked DIFFERENTLY for succubi.

“The feeding channels open during orgasm,” Kira explained. “Toys can’t feed you. But they prime the channels. Make the next feeding more efficient.”

“So they’re like… a warm-up?”

“An appetizer. The meal still requires a partner. But the appetizer is worth having on its own.”

This was Kira’s domain — the one area where months of isolation had produced mastery instead of damage. She spoke with a confidence that would have impressed Morgana. The genuine enthusiasm of someone who had found one good thing in an otherwise brutal existence and studied it with the dedication it deserved.

By 2 AM, Cherry had declared: “We’re stopping at EVERY shop between here and Nevada.”

By 3 AM, she’d created a ranked list of items she wanted to try, categorized by “EXCITEMENT LEVEL” (Cherry’s metric system) from 1 (“interesting”) to 5 (“I MIGHT LITERALLY ASCEND”).

I lay in bed, staring at the motel ceiling, listening to two succubi discuss the ergonomics of curved vibrators with the academic rigor of Priya analyzing archive texts.

This was my life. I had made choices that led here. Those choices included becoming an incubus.

“Jake.” Cherry’s voice floated from the other bed. “Did you KNOW about all these things?”

“Some of them.”

“Why didn’t you TELL me?”

“It never came up.”

“How does it NEVER COME UP? This is the most important INVENTION in human HISTORY!”

Kira: “She’s not wrong.”

“She’s—” I sighed. “Fine. She’s not wrong.”

Cherry: “VINDICATION!”

Kevin barked once from the next room. Through the wall, Mia’s voice: “I CAN HEAR YOU. I CAN HEAR EVERYTHING. GO TO SLEEP.”

Cherry went to sleep. Eventually.

Kira didn’t. She sat in the dark with the fragments and the plug, her eyes open in the dark, her hand on Kevin’s empty spot on the bed.

“Four more,” she said.

“Three more,” I corrected. “We got two today.”

“Three more.” She closed her eyes. “And then the message will say whatever it says.”

“Are you scared of what it says?”

Silence. Long enough that I thought she’d fallen asleep.

Then: “I’m scared it apologizes again. ‘Forgive me.’ Whoever sent me here knew what they were doing to me. They knew I’d be alone.” She turned onto her side. The moonlight through the motel window caught the stubs above her temples — slightly longer than yesterday. Growing. “I’m not sure I’m ready to forgive that.”

I didn’t have an answer. Sometimes there isn’t one.

“Get some sleep,” I said.

“I don’t sleep much.”

“Neither do I.”

We lay in the dark. Not sleeping. Not talking. Just present in the same room, in the same silence, in the same state that neither of us had chosen but both of us were crossing.

Kevin’s absence from the room was a physical presence. The space on Kira’s bed where he should have been was conspicuous. Through the wall, I could hear him snoring. He was dreaming of rabbits, probably. Or rest stops.

“He’ll be back in the morning,” I said.

“I know.” A pause. “He always comes back.”

“Yeah,” I said. “He does.”


Chapter 6: A Stop in Ogallala

Ogallala, Nebraska. Population: 4,527. A town so small that Cherry’s corruption aura constituted a public health event.

We’d been driving since dawn — Kira navigating by Wayfinder instinct (“Southwest. The energy is pulling southwest”), me driving, Cherry providing an ongoing commentary on every billboard, road sign, and passing vehicle that caught her attention (“Jake! That truck says BEEF on it! Is that what’s INSIDE? An entire truck of BEEF? That’s so much COW, Jake!”). Kevin had sniffed and rejected two rest stops before we hit Ogallala. His standards showed no signs of relaxing despite the geographic challenges of rural Nebraska.

The town materialized on I-80 like a mirage that had given up and decided to be real — a cluster of buildings surrounding an exit ramp, a water tower painted with the town name, and the patient quality of small-town American infrastructure that communicated we exist because someone settled here in 1867 and nobody has found a compelling reason to leave.

We stopped for breakfast at a place called the Front Street Diner, a brick building on the main road that served eggs, pancakes, and the steady Midwestern friendliness that came standard with all transactions in towns where everybody knew everybody and strangers were either fascinating or suspicious.

Cherry was fascinating. Cherry was always fascinating, but in a town of 4,527 where the most exciting recent event had been a disputed parking spot outside the hardware store, Cherry was a Category Five event.

Within thirty minutes of sitting at the counter — pink crop top, massive tits resting on the laminate, her sugary-sweet scent mixing with coffee steam, tail hidden under her jacket while her corruption aura radiated outward like a warm tide — the town began to respond.

The gas station attendant across the street walked into the diner, sat at the counter, and told the waitress he’d been afraid of thunderstorms since he was seven and had never told anyone. The waitress hugged him. She was crying.

Two men in the parking lot who had been engaged in a property feud for fifteen years shook hands, then hugged, then sat in the diner booth together and ordered matching breakfasts while discussing their feelings about boundaries.

The town’s only police officer drove past the diner, pulled over, got out of his car, and walked to his ex-wife’s house three blocks away to apologize for “the thing at Christmas in 2019.” Nobody knew what the thing was. He came back forty minutes later looking ten years younger.

The waitress — a woman named Patty who’d worked at the Front Street Diner for eleven years — untied her apron, set it on the counter, and announced to the cook that she was quitting to raise goats in Montana. “I’ve been THINKING about it,” she said, tears streaming. “Since 2016. GOATS, Jerry. They don’t judge you. They just eat things and look at you with those little eyes.” She walked out the front door. Cherry waved goodbye. Patty waved back. She was last seen driving north on Highway 26 with her car packed and a look of terrifying peace on her face.

Cherry ate her pancakes (which she’d insisted on adding pink food coloring to, producing a result that alarmed the cook) and absorbed the emotional chaos around her with the innocent delight of a Glamour Class who genuinely believed the world was simply full of friendly people.

“Jake! This town is SO NICE!”

“You’re causing a collective emotional breakdown.”

“I’m causing HEALING, Jake. These people needed to EXPRESS themselves.”

“The gas station attendant is crying into his eggs about thunderstorms.”

“He’s PROCESSING!” She waved at him. He waved back through tears. “See? We’re FRIENDS now!”

Kira watched the devastation from the corner of the booth. She’d eaten three eggs, four strips of bacon, two pieces of toast, and a stack of pancakes that would have fed a construction crew. She ate like someone who’d learned to eat fast and eat everything, because you never knew when the next meal would come. Her plate was clean in twelve minutes.

She watched Cherry’s aura effects with the stillness of someone cataloguing a weapon system.

“She does this everywhere?” Kira asked me.

“Everywhere.”

“The range?”

“About fifty meters in open space. Less in buildings.”

“Population threshold?”

“A few thousand people, max. In Chicago, the density dilutes it. In a town this size…” I gestured at the weeping gas station attendant, the reconciled property feuders, and the waitress who was now telling Cherry about her childhood pony.

“Useful,” Kira said.

It was the first tactical judgment she’d made about anyone in the group. Not “interesting.” Not “weird.” Useful.

Kira was building a team dossier. The same way Raven had when she’d first arrived — categorizing strengths, mapping capabilities, identifying who did what when things went sideways. Survival behavior applied to social integration.

Cherry was filed under “area-of-effect emotional disruption.”

I was curious what I was filed under. But Kira didn’t share her categories.



Cherry spotted the sign on the way out of town. “ADULT EMPORIUM — OPEN 24 HOURS.” Purple neon. A windowless building on the edge of Ogallala’s commercial strip. The kind of establishment that exists in every American town over a thousand people, occupying the cultural space between necessity and discretion.

“JAKE!” Cherry was out of her seatbelt. “A TOY SHOP!”

“We’re on a schedule—”

“Kira said the Wendover one is GREAT but this one could be GREAT TOO!”

Kira, from the backseat: “Different inventory. Regional variation. Worth a comparative analysis.”

Cherry beamed at Kira. “She gets it! SHE GETS IT!”

Mia sized up the situation with content-creator pragmatism. “I’ll wait outside with Kevin and my dignity. Take your time.” She pulled out her phone. “Kevin, let’s do a rest stop review while they’re… shopping.”

Kevin accompanied Mia. He had opinions about many things. This particular excursion was below his jurisdictional interest.

Cherry and Kira entered the Adult Emporium together.

This was the first time they’d done anything together without me as a buffer. I watched them walk through the tinted glass door side by side — Cherry in her pink crop top and platform sandals, bouncing with anticipation, tail swishing under her jacket; Kira in her army surplus jacket and cargo pants, shoulders square, the posture of a woman entering a space she’d visited dozens of times before.

I stayed in the car. Some moments didn’t need a mediator. They needed to happen on their own terms.

Twenty minutes later, I heard Cherry’s muffled scream of delight through the building’s walls. The purple neon sign flickered. The clerk later reported that he’d had “the most emotionally fulfilling customer interaction” of his career, though he couldn’t explain why.

They emerged with two bags.

Cherry was carrying hers against her chest like Christmas presents. Kira was carrying hers by the handles with the casual competence of a museum curator leaving a supply run. They were TALKING. Not just Cherry talking AT Kira — actual bidirectional conversation, conducted at Cherry-volume but with Kira contributing words of her own.

“—and you’re saying the CURVED ones are better for—”

“Internal stimulation. The angle matters. Standard straight designs miss the anterior wall entirely.”

“The ANTERIOR—”

“The front wall. Inside. The spot that—”

“I KNOW WHAT IT IS! I just didn’t know it had a NAME!”

“Everything has a name.”

“Kira! You’re like a PROFESSOR! A SEX TOY PROFESSOR!”

“I’ve spent months studying the field.”

“That’s more than some ACTUAL professors!”

They climbed into the car. Cherry was vibrating. Kira was… not vibrating. But her posture was looser. Her shoulders sat a half-inch lower. Something about shared enthusiasm for vibration motors and ergonomic design had eased the tension she carried between her shoulder blades.

Mia, outside with Kevin, took one look at the bags and closed her eyes.

“I’m not asking,” she said.

“That’s probably best,” I agreed.

“For the RECORD,” Mia continued, getting into the car, “if this becomes a content opportunity, I will approach it with SENSITIVITY and BRAND ALIGNMENT.”

“Mia.”

“I’m just saying. ‘Self-care toolkit’ is a very on-brand concept for Glow Up Era. Cherry’s audience skews—”

“MIA.”

“Filing it for later.”



That evening, the motel.

Ogallala’s finest accommodation: a twelve-room motor lodge called the Westward Ho, situated between the highway and a feed store. The sign had a flickering W. The ice machine worked on alternate days. The beds were approximately as comfortable as the SUV’s backseat, which was to say: they existed.

Mia took one room. Kevin went with her. At the door, Mia turned.

“Industrial-strength earplugs,” she said, holding up a small case. “I’ve invested. These are rated for construction sites.” She looked at Cherry. “I have LOW expectations for tonight.”

“I’ll be QUIET!” Cherry protested.

“You have never been quiet. EVER.”

Cherry’s tail swished indignantly under her jacket. “I can be quiet when I WANT to be!”

“Name one time.”

Cherry opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. “There was that time in the… no. Or when we… no.” Her brow furrowed. “I’ll start TONIGHT!”

“Goodnight, Cherry.” Mia closed the door. Through the motel wall, her voice: “Kevin, put on the white noise machine.”

Cherry lasted approximately eleven minutes. Then she grabbed her jacket — cropped, pink, functionally decorative — and headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“A WALK.” She said it like she was announcing a pilgrimage. “Small-town moonlight, Jake. On my THIGHS. It’s a different AESTHETIC than Chicago streetlight.”

She’d fed earlier that afternoon — quick, enthusiastic, in the SUV while Kira and Mia scouted the adult shop’s parking lot for fragment resonance (Kira) and B-roll (Mia). My cum was still inside her. That was the point.

Cherry stepped into the Ogallala night. I watched from the motel window as moonlight hit the parking lot — silver on cracked asphalt, on the feed store across the road, on the empty highway stretching to both horizons. A town of 4,500 people, asleep by nine, a darkness Chicago could never achieve.

Cherry walked through it. Short skirt. No underwear. The slow hip sway I’d come to recognize — the savoring pace that meant she was feeling every step. In the moonlight, I caught the wet trail along her thigh before she turned the corner of the parking lot. Silver on peach. My cum and the moon and Cherry’s particular brand of reverence.

She walked the perimeter twice. Then kept going — past the feed store, along the shoulder of the empty highway, her pink hair silver in the distance, growing smaller against the vast Nebraska nothing until she was just a point of pink in a world of dark.

Cherry would be gone for at least an hour. She always was, when the walk was good.



Kira unzipped her small pouch on the motel bed.

She laid out her collection with the precision of a surgeon preparing instruments. Each item positioned in a specific order — a taxonomy she’d developed through months of solitary expertise. The jeweled plug with the core fragment, warm and pulsing. The vibrator, rechargeable, charged via the car’s USB port during the drive. The beads, in their clear case. The compact wand. And beside them, the Ogallala acquisitions: a curved vibrator that Cherry had selected based on Kira’s recommendation, and a remote-controlled bullet that had been Kira’s addition to the expedition.

“I want to show you something,” she said.

She wasn’t nervous. The observation was important — in every other domain, Kira was guarded, controlled, rationing every word and gesture. Here, in the one territory she’d made entirely her own, she was DELIBERATE. Confident. This was the one space where all those months alone had produced mastery instead of damage.

She stripped. All of it. Shirt over her head in one motion. Sports bra off. Pants down. Standing in the motel room’s dim light with everything visible for the first time since her feeding two nights ago.

Her body was a document of endurance. Lean muscle — not gym-sculpted but road-earned, the composition of a woman who’d walked across half a continent. Freckles across her shoulders, heavier on the left side where sun through a passenger window had hit during bus rides. The scar on her forearm — newer than the rest, pink and raised, something from the first weeks when she’d been less careful about hiding. The rough bone above her temples flushed as her seal responded to the intimacy of exposure. The seal itself on her left hip, glowing steady amber-gold — the map pattern, lines converging to a center point.

And her tail. Unwrapping slowly. She let it move, let it sway — hesitant, rusty, the jerky movements of a limb relearning freedom. It swished once. Twice. Found a tentative rhythm. The spaded tip curled experimentally, testing range of motion it hadn’t been permitted in half a year.

“This is what kept me alive,” she said. She picked up the vibrator. Turned it on. A low hum filled the room. “Not the feeding. This.”

She sat on the bed. Spread her legs. The athletic thighs — scarred, sun-bronzed, the muscle definition of months on the road — parted with unhurried purpose. Placed the vibrator against her clit — she’d done this hundreds of times in hundreds of motel rooms across the American West, and it showed in the precision.

The plug was already in place — she’d worn it during the drive. She always wore it. The memory stone core hummed against her body, a warm constant she’d grown accustomed to carrying. The plug had become part of her — like Kevin had become part of her — a presence she’d stop noticing until it was absent, at which point the absence would be devastating.

She looked at me. Eyes locked. Honey-warm on gold-flecked brown. She was SHARING this — letting someone into the ritual. Kira hadn’t had a partner for any of this. Every night with the toys had been alone. Every motel room. Every parking lot. Every rest area bathroom with a coin-operated shower and a lock that didn’t quite work.

“This is what the nights looked like,” she said. “Gas station parking lots. Shelters. Under overpasses. I’d find somewhere dark and quiet and use these because they were the only pleasure that was entirely MINE. No feeding transaction. No trusting anyone. No vulnerability.”

She turned the vibrator on. Low setting. The hum filled the motel room — a sound that had become Kira’s signature — Cherry had her cotton candy, Raven had her jasmine smoke, and Kira had this — the low mechanical hum that she’d carried through every cold night and lonely mile.

She pressed it against herself. Circled slowly. Her breath changed — not dramatically, not Cherry’s theatrical escalation that could make walls shake and TVs turn on. A subtle shift. The controlled breathing of a woman who’d trained herself to be silent because sound attracted attention in places where attention was dangerous. Her nostrils flared. Her thighs tensed. Her free hand gripped the mattress edge hard enough to creak the frame — the iron grip that had held her through cold nights and rough concrete.

Her scent reached me — desert sage and heated stone, faint but rising now that her seal was active, just as Lyra’s honeysuckle sweetened with arousal and Raven’s jasmine sharpened. Kira’s scent was dry and warm and wild, like the Nevada desert that had baked it into her skin.

I watched. My incubus energy responded without conscious direction — the ambient essence radiated outward, filling the small motel room with warmth that made the air three degrees warmer and made the hum of her vibrator seem to shift in frequency. A resonance between my energy and her device. The dimensional field interacting with the electrical motor in ways that neither the toy’s manufacturer nor the Constellation’s architects had designed for.

Kira gasped. The sound was sharp — surprised. Not the sound of pleasure (though pleasure was there) but the sound of recognition. Something had CHANGED. The vibrator in her hand felt different — she could see it in her expression, the sudden widening of her eyes, the way her thighs locked together around the device.

“What did you DO?” she demanded.

“Incubus energy amplifies—”

“Do it AGAIN.”

I modulated. Found her frequency — the Wayfinder resonance, sharp as a bearing locked to true north. Let it flow outward. Not the overwhelming wave I used for Cherry’s chord-based frequency. Not the deep tide I used for Morgana. Something targeted. Something that knew where it was going before it arrived.

The vibrator’s motor responded. The vibrations deepened. Synchronized. Like an instrument being tuned by a master — the mechanical buzzing losing its generic quality and becoming SPECIFIC, becoming tuned to Kira’s body, to Kira’s frequency, to the dimensional resonance of a Wayfinder Class succubus whose seal was on her left hip and whose pleasure centers were mapped to the same navigational pathways that let her sense ice on a highway.

Kira arched off the bed. A full-body response — spine curving, shoulders pressing into the mattress, her horn nubs catching the lamplight as her head tilted back. Her freckled chest flushed — the color spreading from her collarbones downward, the visible arousal map of a body that had been subsisting on self-administered pleasure for half a year and had just encountered the equivalent of a five-star meal.

“Give me the wand,” I said. “You’re mine tonight. Every toy. Every sound. Mine.”

She handed it over. The first time she’d given someone else control of her devices. The act cost her something. I saw it in the fractional hesitation, the millisecond where her grip tightened before releasing. Every instinct screaming that giving away a tool was giving away control and control was the only thing that had kept her alive since she’d landed. She overrode it. She let go.

I turned the wand on. Level three — the setting she’d described to Cherry as “recreational.” Pressed it where she’d shown me: directly on her clit, the broad head spreading the vibration across the full surface of her swollen nub. She was wet — visibly, obviously, soaked through, the sheet beneath her already darkening, her arousal unmistakable.

My other hand found her hip. Right over the seal. My palm flat against the Wayfinder pattern, channeling incubus energy directly through the contact. The seal blazed under my hand — amber-gold warmth flooding through my palm and into the Constellation’s network. The map pattern pulsed against my palm — routes and convergences, the topology of a Wayfinder’s seal activating under direct stimulation.

Triple stimulation. Wand on her clit — buzzing at the frequency I’d calibrated to her seal. Plug inside her — the memory stone core resonating with my energy, vibrating in harmony with the Constellation’s pulse. My hand on her seal — channeling essence directly into the dimensional pathways etched in her flesh.

She came.

The nightstand exploded. Not metaphorically — Kira’s tail lashed out at the peak and caught it square, sending the lamp crashing to the floor and splitting the cheap pressboard down the middle. The alarm clock shattered against the wall. Her hands had found the headboard at some point during the buildup, and the orgasm contracted every muscle simultaneously — every mile since Nevada concentrated into a grip that left finger-shaped dents in the metal rail.

The sound she made was low. Rough. Not Cherry-volume — Kira-volume. Ripped from somewhere deep, a frequency she didn’t recognize coming from her own throat. Her tail wrapped around my forearm with crushing force.

I didn’t stop.

She’d given me the controls. I was going to show her what the controls could do.

Second round. Wand at level four. My mouth on her neck while my hand worked. The incubus energy wasn’t just amplifying the devices anymore — it was integrating with them, creating a resonance cycle between mechanical vibration and dimensional energy. Every pulse of the wand was echoed by a pulse of my energy. Every pulse of energy deepened the wand’s effect. Exponential. Building.

She came again. Harder. Her horns flushed so deep they almost glowed — bronze darkening toward copper. Her seal on her hip was incandescent — the map pattern visible through my palm, lines of light tracing paths and routes across her skin like highways drawn in gold.

“Don’t stop,” she said. A request this time. She wanted more because it felt good — plain desire, unrelated to starvation. Her voice hitched on the admission, but she held my gaze and didn’t take it back.

“Say it again.”

Her fingers curled against the mattress. The vulnerability of asking was harder than the act itself. “Don’t stop. I want — I want to feel you cum inside me while I’m full of everything.”

“Then you’re going to take all of it. Every drop. That’s what belonging to me means.”

Third round. I pushed her onto her back. Spread her thighs with my hands — the lean muscle resisting for a moment before yielding. Positioned the wand against her swollen clit and held it there while I lined up and pushed inside her.

The sound she made when my cock sank into her alongside the wand’s vibration and the plug already filling her ass was something new. My throat went tight. The sensation of her gripping me from every angle — the plug making her impossibly narrow around my shaft, the wand’s vibration traveling through her flesh and into mine — hit me like a wall. Not the wrecked feeding-moan from the first night. Not the sharp surprise of discovering what incubus energy did to devices. This was DEEP. Full. The sound of a body being saturated from every angle simultaneously.

Four points of stimulation. My cock stretching her pussy with each thrust — the slick heat of her gripping me tighter each time I drove in, her arousal soaking my shaft, dripping onto the ruined sheets below. The wand buzzing against her clit, my hand holding it steady while I fucked her, the vibrations traveling through her flesh and into my cock so I could feel the hum through the contact. The plug in her ass — the memory stone core resonating with my energy, the dual fullness making her impossibly tight around me. And the incubus energy — tuned to Wayfinder resonance, locked and calibrated — binding all four into a unified harmonic that turned every nerve in her body into a single instrument tuned to one overwhelming chord.

She gripped the headboard. It didn’t break this time — she’d shifted her grip to the metal frame, which was built to withstand truckers and was proving only marginally more resilient than particle board. The sheets tore under her other hand. Her tail wrapped around my torso — tight, possessive, the spaded tip pressing against my back with bruising force that she didn’t notice and I didn’t mind.

I fucked her harder. Deeper. Each thrust burying me to the hilt, the wet slap of our bodies filling the motel room, the obscene sound mixing with the wand’s hum and her ragged breathing. Her pussy clenched around me with each stroke — the tight, rhythmic grip of a woman approaching something massive, her body coiling, tensing, every lean muscle in her road-hardened frame going rigid as it built.

I drove deep one final time and came inside her while the wand was still on maximum. My cock pulsed hard — heavy spurts of cum flooding her while the incubus energy surged through every point of contact. The wand’s vibration at peak frequency. The plug’s memory stone core resonating with the Constellation. My cum pumping into her in thick waves that I could feel through the bond. The combined assault created a cascade that made her SCREAM.

Not Cherry-scream. Kira-scream. Lower. Rougher. The raw, broken sound of months of silence finally shattering. Her pussy crushed my cock — clenching so hard the contractions were almost painful, milking every last pulse of my release while her body locked rigid, her hips jerking involuntarily against my still-thrusting pelvis.

The motel room filled with amber light as her seal blazed. For three seconds, the Wayfinder pattern on her hip was visible in every detail — not just lines and routes but actual GEOGRAPHY. Places she’d been. Paths she’d walked. The map of her journey, written on her body in dimensional light.

Then it faded. The wand buzzed on the mattress where it had fallen. The sheets were ruined. Kira’s tail was still wrapped around my torso in a grip she seemed entirely unaware of.

She lay face-down in the wreckage, breathing hard. The nightstand was in two pieces. The lamp was on the floor. Her freckled shoulders rose and fell. Her horn stubs were the deepest color I’d seen them — saturated with blood and energy, the growth visible even in the dim room.

“You destroyed the nightstand,” I said.

“You broke ME.” A beat. Her breathing was still ragged, her voice rough. “I’ve been doing this alone since I landed. Every motel. Every parking lot. I thought I knew what these things could do.” She looked at the wand, still buzzing on the sheets. “I didn’t know anything.”

“That sounds like a compliment.”

“It’s a fact.” She was quiet for a moment. “This is easier than talking.”

She didn’t rewrap her tail. It stayed around my torso — loose now, spent, but THERE. Present. Not hiding.

[System] Ping: [Kira — Bond +150 → 350 (Intimate)] [Seal: ACTIVE — energy signature stabilizing] [Adaptation: 22% — accelerated by anchor proximity and sustained feeding] [Wayfinder: Fragment Tracking CONFIRMED — range expanding]

Cherry burst through the door.

She’d heard the crash of furniture through the wall. She’d heard the scream. She’d waited approximately eight seconds after silence resumed before her patience collapsed entirely.

She saw the destroyed nightstand. She saw Kira’s tail unwrapped for the first time. She saw the collection of toys scattered across the bed, some still buzzing.

“JAKE.” Her pink eyes were enormous, tracking from the toys to Kira to the splintered furniture to me. “What did you DO to her?”

Kira, amid the wreckage, held up the wand.

“He learned,” she said.

Cherry looked at the wand. At me. Back at the wand. Her expression went through seven distinct emotions in two seconds, settling on something between envy and revelation.

“I WANT ONE.”

From the next room, through the wall: Mia’s voice, muffled by industrial earplugs that were clearly not rated for supernatural intimate events.

“I CAN STILL HEAR YOU. THE EARPLUGS DON’T WORK. I’M CALLING MOM.”

She didn’t call Mom. But she did text Morgana. The text read: “He destroyed the nightstand. With a VIBRATOR. I hate this family.”

Morgana’s reply arrived forty seconds later, because Morgana was always awake and always monitoring communications: “Document the incident for the insurance claim.”

Priya’s reply arrived two minutes after that, because Priya monitored Morgana’s communications: “What brand of vibrator? My research requires specificity.”

Cherry was already in bed with Kira, examining the wand with the fascinated intensity of a convert studying sacred artifacts.

“Show me EVERYTHING,” Cherry said.

“Tomorrow,” Kira said. “The professor is tired.”

She closed her eyes. Her tail was still out. Still unwrapped. Resting across the destroyed bed like a flag planted in conquered territory.

Kevin sneezed once from the next room. Comment noted.


Chapter 7: Wyoming Has Weather

Cherry saw the Rockies for the first time at 2:47 PM on a Tuesday in December.

We were on I-80 approaching the eastern foothills of the Rockies. The Nebraska flatlands had been surrendering gradually — gentle rolls giving way to sharper inclines, scrubland replacing corn stubble, the horizon lifting itself from dead-flat to something with aspirations. I’d been watching the transition in the distance for an hour, the snow-capped peaks materializing through highway haze like a developing photograph.

Cherry hadn’t noticed. She’d been deep in a conversation with Kira about the merits of silicone versus glass beads (Kira: clinical breakdown of thermal properties and weight distribution; Cherry: “but glass is SHINY”) and had been facing the backseat for twenty minutes.

Then she turned around.

The Rockies rose out of the Wyoming plains like a wall. Snow-capped. Massive. The scale was — there was no preparation for the scale. Mountains in photographs are landscapes. Mountains through a windshield at seventy miles an hour, growing from the earth like the spine of the continent made visible, snow and rock and impossible height stacked against a sky that suddenly seemed deeper and more specific than any sky we’d driven under — those are a different thing entirely.

Cherry went quiet.

Everyone in the car responded to the silence. Kevin lifted his head from Kira’s lap. Mia lowered her camera. Kira shifted forward in her seat.

Cherry was staring through the windshield. Her mouth was open. Her pink eyes reflected the snow — catching the high-altitude sunlight and throwing it back as pale rose. Her tail was still under the jacket. Nothing moved.

“Jake.” Her voice was a whisper. Cherry, who whispered like a thunderstorm whispered — temporarily, and with the promise of resuming full volume momentarily. But this whisper was different. This whisper meant it.

“Yeah?”

“What ARE those?”

“Mountains.”

“They’re—” She searched for words. Cherry, who never searched for words, who generated language like her body generated cotton-candy scent — effortlessly, abundantly, and with no quality control. She searched now.

“They’re like if the ground was trying to touch the sky.”

Nobody said anything for a while. The SUV climbed the foothills. The Rockies grew.

“Can we CLIMB one?” Cherry asked. The whisper was gone. The volume was returning — Cherry’s awe converting rapidly into Cherry’s enthusiasm, the way it always did. “I want to STAND on the TOP and see EVERYTHING!”

“They’re twelve thousand feet, Cherry.”

“Is that HIGH?”

“Very high.”

“GOOD! I want to be VERY HIGH on a mountain!”

“Maybe on the way back,” I said, knowing full well that this promise would be revisited with compound interest.

“They look like the Crimson Court,” Cherry said. Softer. “Back home. The Crystal Spires were this color at sunset.”

Mia stopped filming. Set down her phone. Put her hand on Cherry’s shoulder.

The homesickness arrived without warning, the way it does — not as a wave but as a sudden weight. Cherry had been on Earth since summer. She’d adapted. She’d learned. She’d built a brand and corrupted a town and discovered cumwalks and befriended every stranger she’d ever met. But she was still a Glamour Class succubus from the Eighth Circle who’d been pulled through a dimensional rift against her will and had never gone back for more than a visit.

The mountains looked like home. And home was very far away.

“I’m fine!” Cherry said, the volume returning. “I’m FINE. It’s just pretty. And red. And I miss my window seat.”

The brownstone window seat. The one she’d had for one night before the Enforcement Division destroyed the ward infrastructure. One night of a room with a bay window overlooking a garden, with pink curtains she’d planned and stickers for the ceiling and a mirror she’d positioned for activities that required visual confirmation.

One night. Then rubble.

Kevin, whose emotional sonar missed nothing, climbed from the backseat into Cherry’s lap. He was too big for this. He did not care. His golden retriever body displaced the center console’s cup holders and his tail invaded the driver’s space. He pressed his head against Cherry’s chest with the professional determination of a familiar performing his primary function.

Cherry held him. Her fingers found the soft spot behind his ears. The mountains passed in silence.



The Wyoming fragment was in Rawlins.

Kira directed us to a motel on the edge of town — a single-story block of rooms called the Budget Inn, the kind of establishment that catered to travelers who needed a horizontal surface and nothing more. The parking lot was gravel. The sign had a missing letter. The office window displayed a handwritten note: “NO PETS OVER 40 LBS.”

Kevin weighed fifty-three pounds. He read the sign. He looked at the motel. His ears flattened. His tail went still. He had been personally insulted, and someone was going to hear about it.

“I slept behind this building,” Kira said. Not in it. Behind it. “I couldn’t afford a room. There’s a gap between the dumpster and the wall that blocks the wind.”

She said it the same as everything about her time on Earth — flat, factual, the emotional register of someone reporting weather conditions. But the flatness was its own kind of tell. The information was too ordinary to her. She’d normalized sleeping behind dumpsters.

Cherry’s hand found Kira’s knee. This time, Kira didn’t flinch. She didn’t acknowledge the touch either. She just led us to the back of the building.

The fragment was embedded in the asphalt of the parking lot. A small warm spot in the cracked surface, invisible to anyone who didn’t have a Wayfinder’s sense or an incubus’s Constellation awareness.

Kira knelt. Pressed her palm to the ground. Her seal pulsed — amber through her shirt, the Wayfinder pattern reaching for its lost piece.

The fragment rose from the pavement like a splinter surfacing from skin. Small. Hot. Pulsing.

The Constellation pulsed as the message expanded: “…not a bridge… not a key…”

Not a bridge. Not a key. The ancient voice was eliminating possibilities — ruling out the theories that Morgana and the Banishers and the Stability Division had been arguing about for years. Not a bridge (the Banishers’ fear). Not a key (Morgana’s hope).

Then what?

Kira wrapped the fragment beside the others. Three pieces of five. The message growing but still incomplete. Still tantalizingly short of meaning.



Wyoming in December was an argument that the atmosphere had made against human comfort and won decisively.

The wind came off the high desert with the brutality that Wyoming specialized in — not just cold but MOVING cold, wind that carried ice crystals and malice and the accumulated anger of eight hundred miles of unobstructed plains. The SUV rocked in the gusts. Cherry’s eyes went wide.

“The SKY is ATTACKING us.”

“It’s a snowstorm.”

“It’s the sky being ANGRY!” She pressed against the dashboard as a gust hit the car sideways. “Jake, WHY is it ANGRY?”

“It’s wind, Cherry.”

“VIOLENT wind! The wind in Chicago is MEAN but this wind is PERSONAL!”

Visibility dropped. The wipers fought a losing battle against snow that wasn’t falling so much as being hurled horizontally by a wind that had no obstacles to slow it down for three hundred miles.

Kira sat forward in the backseat. Her body language shifted — the relaxation of the last two days tightening into something harder. Alert.

“Pull over,” she said.

“I can see—”

“Pull OVER. I can feel the road ahead. There’s ice. Bad ice. Three hundred meters.”

I glanced in the rearview. Her eyes were unfocused — the Wayfinder sense active, reading the terrain ahead with abilities that transcended vision. The bone above her temples was flushed dark. Her hand pressed against the door panel, flat, the same gesture she used when tracking fragments. But she was tracking the road itself — the PATH. Its condition. Its safety.

I pulled over.

Twenty seconds later, a semi truck passed us. A full eighteen-wheeler loaded with something heavy, doing sixty on the interstate, headlights cutting through the snow.

It hit the ice at three hundred meters. The trailer swung — a slow, inevitable arc that no amount of braking could prevent. The truck jackknifed across both lanes, rubber screaming against black ice, the trailer rotating until it blocked the highway entirely.

The sound was enormous — metal on asphalt, the grinding shriek of physics being violated. Then silence. Snow. The wind.

Nobody in the truck was hurt. The driver climbed out, shaken, already on his phone. But the lanes where we would have been — where I would have been driving at seventy miles an hour with Cherry in the passenger seat and Kevin on Kira’s lap — were blocked by forty thousand pounds of sideways truck.

Everyone stared at Kira.

“Wayfinder,” she said. Shrugged. She’d been using this ability to survive since day one. She didn’t consider it remarkable.

“You can feel ICE?” Cherry’s voice was high. Her tail was wrapped around the gearshift.

“I can feel paths. Bad paths feel wrong. Like a taste in the back of my throat.”

Cherry hugged her.

Full body. Maximum Cherry. No warning. Arms around Kira’s shoulders from the front seat, pink hair in Kira’s face, impossible breasts crushing against the center console, the complete and unrestrained physical affection of a Glamour Class who had just been saved by someone and needed to EXPRESS that in the most direct way available.

Kira went rigid. Every muscle locked. Her tail whipped tight around her own waist. Her hands came up in a defensive position that she caught and stopped before it became a strike — the ingrained survival reflexes overridden by conscious recognition that the threat was a hug, not an attack.

She held still. Enduring.

Then — slowly, slowly — one hand came up. Rested on Cherry’s back. Didn’t grip. Didn’t pull. Just rested. The lightest possible touch that could still be classified as reciprocation.

“You SAVED us!” Cherry said into Kira’s shoulder.

“I told him to pull over.”

“That’s SAVING! You’re a HERO!”

“I’m not a—”

Cherry squeezed harder. Kira’s hand pressed slightly more firmly against Cherry’s back. The touch was careful. Uncertain. Like touching something fragile — which was funny, because Cherry was the least fragile person in any dimension, and the thing that was actually fragile was Kira’s willingness to be touched at all.

Kevin approved. He put his head on Kira’s knee and sighed — deep, satisfied, the sound of a dog who’d decided his people were finally getting it right.



The storm pinned us in Rawlins for the night. A motel — not the Budget Inn (Kevin’s grievance with the no-pets sign was too fresh; also the Budget Inn was being investigated for a “mysterious hole in the parking lot” that the police couldn’t explain). A different motel. Two rooms.

Cherry and Mia in one. Jake and Kira in the other. Kevin split time between rooms, though Mia noted with fond exasperation that Kevin spent exactly four minutes with her before returning to Kira’s feet with the air of a familiar completing a courtesy visit.

I lay in the motel bed. The Wyoming wind howled outside — a sustained, bass note that vibrated the window glass and made the walls hum. Snow accumulated on the ledge in thin drifts. The storm was serious. We weren’t leaving until it passed.

The motel room smelled like carpet cleaner and the ghost of a thousand previous travelers. The heater rattled in the wall unit — an industrial noise that should have been annoying but instead provided the steady white noise of American highway infrastructure trying its best.

Kira was in the next bed, Kevin between us on the floor. She was asleep — or performing the shallow approximation of sleep she’d maintained since landing on Earth. Her breathing was even but light. Her duffel was within arm’s reach. The rough bone above her temples caught the faint light from the digital clock — 11:47 PM, red numbers glowing in the dark.

Through the Soulbound bond, a thousand miles east: Lyra.

The bond STRETCHED but didn’t weaken. I’d never been this far from her since it formed — never tested the architecture across a continent. Distance changed its character but not its strength. The signal was different at 1,247 miles — less like a wire and more like a radio frequency. The emotional data arrived with a slight softness — like a voice over a long phone line. Still clear. Still her. Just… stretched.

I could feel her. Warm. Alive. Lying in our bed in the Chicago apartment with the weight of someone who was missing me but not worried, because the bond told her everything she needed to know about my state. She knew I was safe. She knew about the ice and the truck and Kira’s save. She’d felt my fear and my relief and my gratitude, all transmitted without words across 1,200 miles of frozen American night.

She transmitted: desire.

At this distance, the Soulbound bond carried feelings more clearly than words — but Lyra had learned to shape feelings into meaning. Not a word. Not a thought. A WAVE. Pure, unfiltered want that traveled the Soulbound architecture and hit me in the motel bed like a physical touch. The sensation was specific — not a general warmth but a targeted pulse of want that settled into my cock and my chest simultaneously. Her body, in Chicago, remembering mine. The muscle memory of a thousand nights together translating into dimensional signal.

My body responded. Instantly. Hardened against the motel sheets with the speed of an incubus system designed for exactly this input. Blood rushing south with the urgency of biological imperative meeting supernatural engineering.

I felt Lyra smile through the bond. She’d felt me respond. The sensation of her satisfaction arriving a heartbeat after my arousal — the delay. The continental delay that would define everything that came next.

Then she touched herself.

Not in my room. In Chicago. In our bed. I felt the precise moment her hand slid beneath the covers. The bond translated the motion into phantom sensation — not her actual fingers but the ECHO of her fingers, arriving on my cock like a whisper of pressure. Warm. Precise. Mapping the places she knew as well as I did.

She circled her clit first. I felt it as a pulse at the base of my shaft — the bond translating her anatomy’s pleasure centers into my anatomy’s equivalent. Not one-to-one. Something more complex. Like hearing a song played on a different instrument — the melody recognizable, the timbre transformed. The echo of her fingertip tracing slow circles around her swollen clit arrived as a warm pressure that wrapped the base of my cock and squeezed gently.

She slid two fingers inside herself. I felt THAT as a tightening — a wet, clenching warmth that gripped me from base to tip like a ghost-grip closing around my shaft. My breath caught. My cock throbbed against the motel sheets. In the dark room, the wind howling, my hand found my cock without conscious decision.

I gripped myself. Stroked. The feedback loop initiated.

The first pulse of my pleasure traveled the bond eastward. A heartbeat of transit time. When it arrived, Lyra gasped — I felt the gasp in my chest, a vibration in my sternum that had traveled halfway across the country to reach me. She felt me stroking my cock in Wyoming and the sensation translated into her body as a remembered fullness — the echo of me inside her, a remembered thickness stretching her open.

Her pleasure responded. Amplified. Reflected. Traveled westward. Hit me a breath later.

That delay was DEVASTATING.

Not instantaneous. A beat. A breath. The time it took for sensation to cross a continent. Just long enough to anticipate — to feel the want BUILD before the satisfaction arrived. And when it arrived, it was amplified by the anticipation. Doubled by the delay. Each arriving wave made my cock throb harder in my grip, made my hips rock involuntarily against the pressure of my own hand.

She touched herself faster. I felt the acceleration arrive a heartbeat later — the rhythm increasing, the pressure changing, her fingers plunging deeper, curling to find the spot that made her legs shake. The bond transmitted every nuance — the slick sound of her fingers working in and out of her soaked pussy, the way her thumb ground against her clit on each stroke, the way her hips rocked against her own hand as the pleasure built toward something she couldn’t hold back.

I matched her rhythm, delayed by the distance. My fist tightening on my shaft, stroking harder, the friction and the transmitted sensation blurring together until I couldn’t tell which pleasure was mine and which was hers arriving across the miles. My pleasure fed back to her across the miles. Hers returned to me. The wave function escalated — each cycle slightly higher, slightly more urgent, the delay creating an agonizing anticipation that made every arriving pulse HIT harder than the last.

Through the bond, I heard her moan. Not with my ears — through something deeper. A sensory channel that operated outside normal perception, the Soulbound architecture’s equivalent of a private frequency. Her moan was a vibration in my chest. A pulse that spread from sternum to cock. The sound of a woman in Chicago, fingers buried inside herself, feeling her partner’s pleasure arriving in waves across the dark.

The loop peaked.

Lyra squirted in Chicago. I felt it through the bond — the GUSH, the sudden release of built-up pressure that had been accumulating through every delayed wave. Her back arching off the bed. Her tail going rigid. Her pussy clenching around her own fingers in spasms so powerful the bond made me feel each contraction individually — grip, release, grip, release — the muscles that would have been milking my cock if I’d been inside her, now squeezing around nothing but the dimensional architecture of our connection. The flood of wetness soaking her thighs, the sheets, the mattress beneath her. The involuntary cry she muffled against the pillow because the apartment had thin walls and ten people who didn’t need to hear the Soulbound bond’s long-distance capabilities.

The sensation arrived in Wyoming a heartbeat later. The bond transmitted every detail — the heat, the gush soaking the sheets, the clenching walls, the pulsing clit. The sensation was so precise that I felt her pussy clench around the MEMORY of me — a ghost-impression made of bond architecture, held in her body like a fingerprint pressed in warm wax. I could feel the squirt as warmth flooding over my groin, as if she’d soaked my lap from a thousand miles away.

I came seconds later. Triggered by the echo. The bond feeding her orgasm directly into my nervous system, the wave of her pleasure crashing into mine and cascading into release. My groan filled the motel room — the wind outside masked it from adjacent rooms. My cock pulsed in my grip, cum shooting across my stomach in thick ropes, the release so intense my vision whited out for a full second. The force of it — not just my orgasm but HERS, doubled, reflected, arriving simultaneously from two directions — made my entire body lock rigid against the motel mattress.

The orgasm traveled back to Lyra through the bond. One heartbeat of distance. She felt me come — felt my cock pulsing, felt the cum hit my stomach, felt the full-body shudder of release — and it triggered a secondary wave in her. Smaller but sharp. Her pussy clenching one more time around fingers that were already spent. A whimper into the pillow. The aftershock of shared pleasure crossing a continent and arriving just in time to extend the glow into something that lasted and lasted.

Somewhere in the Soulbound architecture, the bond noted the connection.

[Soulbound — Distance: 1,247 miles. Signal: STRONG. Feedback loop: FUNCTIONAL. No degradation.]

Aftermath: through the bond, her voice. Not heard — FELT. Transmitted as emotional texture rather than sound, settling into my awareness like sunlight on bare skin. Lyra’s words, translated into feeling, crossing a thousand miles of winter night to find me in a motel in Wyoming.

I felt you. All of you. Even the nightstand.

I smiled in the dark. “Cherry told you about the nightstand.”

Cherry told EVERYONE about the nightstand. Raven wants details. Morgana wants the insurance documentation. Priya wants to know what brand of vibrator.

“Of course she does.”

Come home soon. But not too soon. You have work to do out there.

A pause. The bond pulsing gently — the resting heartbeat of a connection that had just been tested and confirmed.

And Jake?

“Yeah?”

The storm. Kira warned you about the ice.

“She did.”

She saved you. She saved Cherry and Kevin and Mia. Tell her… tell her I’m grateful. Through the bond if you can. Let her feel it.

I transmitted. Not words — the feeling. Gratitude. Warmth. The specific quality of thankfulness that comes from knowing someone protected the people you love.

I felt Kira shift in the next bed — the Constellation carrying her presence even in half-sleep. Hovering in the shallow rest of someone who hadn’t slept deeply since landing on Earth. But something registered. A pulse of warmth that arrived without explanation and settled into her like a stone into still water.

Her tail, under the blanket, twitched once.

Lyra felt the transmission reach Kira through the bond’s expanded awareness. Satisfaction. Not jealousy — Soulbound satisfaction — love large enough to encompass the people her partner was growing to care for.

She felt it, Lyra transmitted. Good.

Then the bond dimmed. Dimmed to privacy mode. Lyra settling into sleep with the glow of shared pleasure and the knowledge that distance was not a variable the Soulbound bond considered relevant.

[System] Ping: [Fragment 3/5 collected — Memory Stone: 65% assembled] [Message: “…the twelfth must be placed before the pattern remembers itself… not a bridge… not a key…”] [Soulbound — Long-Distance: CONFIRMED FUNCTIONAL at 1,247 miles]



Kira was awake in the next bed. She’d heard me — not the Soulbound part (that was invisible, internal, transmitted through bond architecture rather than air), but the physical part. The motel bed, the sounds, the groan that the Wyoming wind hadn’t quite covered.

My phone buzzed. Raven.

Not a text. A voice note. Three seconds long. Her voice — low, intimate, the shadows-and-jasmine register she reserved for the fire escape: “Sleeping alone is boring. Your pillow smells wrong. Call me tomorrow. And I don’t mean a phone call.”

I pressed the phone against my chest and let those three seconds settle. Three seconds of Raven. Three seconds of home.

Kira was lying on her side. Eyes open in the dark, reflecting the faint light from the digital clock.

“Your first one,” she said. “Lyra.”

“Yeah.”

“She feels you from here?”

“All the time.”

Kira was quiet for a long time. The wind howled. Snow accumulated on the window ledge.

Then: “Must be nice.”

Two words. Barely audible over the storm.

Kevin shifted on the floor between the beds. His nose pressed against the mattress edge, angled toward her dangling hand. A soft whine — not alarm, but presence. The sound of a familiar reminding someone they weren’t alone.

She reached down. Found his ears. The scratching rhythm — slow. Settling.

“He feels you from right here,” I said.

Kira didn’t respond. But her hand moved a fraction — from Kevin’s ears to the top of his head, cradling it, holding the weight of the dog who’d decided she was his the moment she’d crossed a threshold in December snow.

The wind howled.

The storm passed.

Her tail rested on the mattress. Not wrapped around her waist. Open.

Kevin sighed and settled deeper into his position.


Chapter 8: Utah Red

Day four of the road trip began with Cherry singing “Take Me Home, Country Roads” in a key that had not been invented by John Denver or any other musician who respected the concept of melody. Kevin howled along for the chorus. Kira put her forehead against the backseat window and existed in a state of endurance that I was learning to distinguish from genuine distress by the position of her tail (endurance = wrapped loosely; distress = tourniquet-tight; acceptance = unwrapped entirely).

Mia, who had been editing footage since 6 AM with the focused determination of a content creator facing a deadline, had produced three short videos during the drive: “Kevin’s Rest Stop Standards: Wyoming Edition” (Kevin rejected two facilities before accepting a third with grudging professionalism), “Cherry vs. The Mountain” (Cherry attempting to take a selfie with a mountain and discovering that mountains don’t fit in selfies), and “Sunrise Through the Windshield” (a quiet, beautiful clip that required no Cherry commentary and was better for it).

The SUV was running low on Cherry-safe snacks — she’d eaten through the road trip supply of M&Ms, Funyuns, and the gas station burritos she’d developed a concerning fondness for. Kira had organized the remaining food into a rationing system that Cherry kept violating and Kira kept restoring without comment. Their silent war over the M&M supply was the most significant interpersonal conflict of the trip.

The desert hit Cherry differently than the emptiness of Nebraska.

Nebraska had been absence — the void of missing buildings, missing people, missing stimulation. The Great Plains’ flatness was defined by what wasn’t there. Cherry had reacted to it as a threat to her existence because Cherry’s existence was predicated on THINGS: things to touch, things to admire, things to eat, people to corrupt with accidental emotional honesty.

Utah’s red rock desert was not empty. Utah was FULL — full of stone, full of color, full of a beauty so vast and alien that it registered less as landscape and more as statement. The Wasatch Range giving way to high desert, sandstone mesas rising from the earth in layers of red and orange and gold, buttes standing alone against the sky like monuments built by a civilization that worked in geological time.

Cherry stopped singing. Her face pressed against the passenger window. Her breath fogged the glass. Through the fog, the red rock slid past — endless, ancient, burning with color under the December sun.

“Jake.” Her voice had the quality it had only achieved twice before on this trip: at the mountains, and at the Milky Way. The Cherry-whisper that meant something had exceeded what she could hold.

“Yeah?”

“Why is it RED?”

“Iron oxide in the sandstone.”

“It looks like the Crimson Court. Back home.” Her voice shifted — softer, more private, the register she used for memories she hadn’t shared. “The Crystal Spires were this color at sunset. When the court musicians played and the banners caught the light.”

Mia lowered her camera. She’d been filming the landscape — the footage would be gorgeous, the kind of wide-angle nature content that performed well across platforms — but she recognized the tone shift and responded with the emotional intelligence that Cherry’s corruption aura had amplified into a genuine superpower.

“Tell me about the spires,” Mia said.

Cherry told her. Not for content — though Mia’s camera was rolling, she’d edit everything supernatural into metaphor later. Cherry talked about the Eighth Circle’s Crystal Spires, the way the crystalline structures grew from the ground over millennia, the way they caught light and sound and turned them into something that was simultaneously architecture and music. She described the Nectar Quarter at sunset, when the golden light turned every surface to fire and the ambient pleasure energy hummed so loud you could feel it in your teeth.

She described home.

Kevin climbed into her lap again. Cherry held him and talked about a place he’d never been to a person who’d never seen it, and the red rock of Utah slid past the windows like a terrestrial echo of everything she’d lost.

“I’m fine!” Cherry said, ten minutes later, volume returning. “I’m FINE. It’s just pretty. And red. And I miss my window seat.”

“We’ll get it back,” I said.

“I KNOW. Morgana says the artisans are approaching 35% on the ward restoration.” She straightened. Wiped her eyes. Her tail swished once under the jacket. “I just… I didn’t know Earth had THIS. I thought Chicago was Earth. I thought the whole planet was buildings and pizza and L trains.”

She looked out the window. The desert stretched to every horizon.

“It’s so BIG, Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“And so much of it looks like home.”



Kira’s story came in pieces, surfacing when the landscape gave her permission.

The desert did it. This was HER territory. Months of this sky, this stone, this vast American nothing. The SUV cut through landscape she’d walked on foot, and the memories rose like heat from asphalt.

“I woke up in the dirt. Outside of Tonopah. Middle of the night.” She was watching the red rock slide past, her eyes tracking the horizon — months of navigating by landmarks had made the scan automatic. “No idea where I was. No idea what DIMENSION I was in.”

Nobody interrupted. Cherry had learned — somewhere between the stamps and the mountains — that Kira’s stories came on their own schedule, and silence was the invitation.

“The stars were wrong. Too many. Different constellations. I thought I was dead.” She scratched Kevin’s ears. Fast. Restless. “I stood up and walked. Just walked. No direction. The stone was in my hand — warm, humming. I held it like it might explain something.”

She talked about the first week. The Translation Matrix calibrating slowly — English arriving as garbage sounds that gradually resolved into meaning, like a radio tuning through static. Finding a gas station. Trying to pay with daemon pearls — the iridescent rocks that passed for currency in the demon realm.

“The cashier looked at me like I was insane. He said ‘Ma’am, these are rocks.’ I said ‘They’re daemon pearls.’ He called the police. I ran.”

She talked about learning to hide. The process was systematic — not because Kira was naturally methodical, but because survival required methodology and she’d adopted it with grim efficiency because there was no other option.

The horns first. The concrete-and-curb technique. Pressing the bone against rough surfaces — curbs, parking blocks, the edge of a dumpster behind a strip mall in Tonopah. Grinding until the tips were nubs. It bled. She wrapped her head with a bandana from a gas station free bin and did it again the next day. And the day after that.

“The first time was the worst. Not the pain — the sound. Bone on concrete sounds like…” She searched for an analogy. “Like something being erased.”

She talked about her tail. Training it to wrap tight and stay still — hours of practice in truck stop bathrooms, standing in front of mirrors that were too dirty to reflect properly, watching herself learn to kill the one part of her body that most expressed who she was. The cramps from holding a prehensile limb rigid for sixteen hours at a time. The deep agony of a tail falling asleep from compression and then waking up with pins and needles so severe she’d bite through her own lip to keep from crying out.

“Hoods. Always hoods. Long sleeves. Wrapped tail. Filed horns. Brown contacts when I could afford them — my eyes are too amber. Too warm.” She paused. “I learned to look human the way you’d learn to hold your breath underwater. You can do it. But it hurts. And you can’t do it forever.”

She talked about the things she’d learned about Earth by accident. That police were territorial and suspicious. That shelters had rules about ID she didn’t have. That food banks would give you canned goods without questions. That some gas station clerks would let you sleep in the parking lot if you bought coffee. That some wouldn’t. That the difference between a good night and a bad one was often one person’s kindness.

“Dale was a good one,” she said, looking at the distant shape of Tonopah’s gas station through the windshield. “He gave me a sandwich without asking why I was hungry. Most people ask. Like the reason matters more than the hunger.”

She talked about the one skill she’d discovered accidentally — her Wayfinder sense, which she hadn’t known had a name or a class designation. She’d thought it was intuition. Or luck. Or the last surviving fragment of whatever she’d been in the demon realm.

“I could feel danger before it arrived. Not specifics — just a wrongness. A taste in the back of my throat. The night I almost got cornered behind a 7-Eleven in Elko, the wrongness hit me thirty seconds before the men came around the corner. I was already over the fence.”

She’d mapped the sense the way she mapped everything — through use, through failure, through the slow accumulation of data that survival demanded. Bad paths felt wrong. Good shelters felt right. Gas stations where the attendant would let her stay felt neutral. Gas stations where someone would call the police felt sharp, like biting tinfoil.

“It kept me alive more than anything else,” she said. “More than hiding. More than running. Knowing which direction to go before I knew why.”

Then the part that cost her the most.

The car was quiet. Even Cherry’s usual background hum of energy had dimmed — her instinctive social calibration recognizing that the next words needed space around them like breakable things need padding.

“I learned that human men would give me things if I let them…” She stopped. Her grip tightened on Kevin’s collar. The tendons in her neck stood out. “Touch them. Be near them. My succubus biology treated the contact as feeding, but there was nothing THERE. Like eating air. I could feel my body going through the motions — the energy channels opening, the absorption attempting — but the energy was wrong. Incompatible.” She paused. “Wet cardboard.”

“The worst part wasn’t the taste. It was the hunger afterward. Feeding on human men made me HUNGRIER because my body recognized the attempt and prepared for nourishment and then received nothing. Like smelling a meal you can’t eat. Over and over.”

She looked at her hands. The hands that had carried a memory stone and a duffel bag across five states. Strong hands. Calloused. The knuckles roughened from months of gripping fences and railings and the edges of dumpsters in the dark.

“I stopped trying after the second month. It wasn’t worth the hunger it created. The toys were enough — not for energy, but for something. For the physical part. The part that didn’t need anyone else.”

She was quiet for a while. The desert slid past. Red rock. Empty sky. The landscape she’d walked alone, now seen through a car window with people beside her.

“Then I found the toy shop,” she said. “A place called ‘Fantasy Lane’ outside Henderson. Pink neon sign. The clerk was a woman named Dominique who wore leather pants and had opinions about motor quality.” Her voice lost its edge for a breath. “She didn’t ask why I was there. She asked what I was looking for. Like it was a normal question for a woman walking in at 2 AM with filed-down horns and a tail-shaped lump under her jacket.”

She was quiet for a moment. The red rock slid past.

“I bought the cheapest vibrator on the shelf. Twelve dollars. Terrible motor — sounded like a dentist’s drill. But I took it to the truck stop bathroom, locked the door, and turned it on.” She traced a circle on Kevin’s head with her thumb. “First orgasm on Earth that I chose. Not for energy. Not to survive. Just because I wanted to feel something that wasn’t bad.”

She’d gone back the next day. Bought a better one — the rechargeable model she still carried. Dominique had recommended it. “For the price point,” she’d said, “this one’s the champion.” Kira had spent her last twenty dollars on it. She’d eaten from a food bank for the next three days. She hadn’t regretted the purchase once.

“After that, every town I walked through, I looked for the shops. Some were good. Some were terrible. I learned which brands lasted and which ones died after a week. I learned that silicone was worth the price and jelly rubber was a waste. I learned that the Hitachi Magic Wand is heavy but indestructible and worth carrying even when your bag is already too full.”

She looked at the desert. At the landscape she’d walked through with nothing but a duffel and a vibrator and a stone she didn’t understand.

“And something on this planet was finally good.”

Cherry reached back from the front seat. Placed M&Ms on Kira’s knee. Didn’t say anything. Didn’t comment. Just the quiet offering that had become their shared language — Cherry’s specific dialect of kindness, expressed in chocolate and silence.

Kira looked at the M&Ms. At Cherry. At the M&Ms again.

She ate them. One at a time. Slowly. The way she ate everything good now — deliberately, with attention, refusing to rush through something worth tasting.



We stopped for gas outside of Green River. The station was a single-pump operation with a hand-painted sign that said “FUEL — SNACKS — RESTROOMS (MAYBE)” and a parking lot of cracked asphalt that had been fighting the desert since the Eisenhower administration.

Cherry went inside for supplies. Within four minutes, the clerk — a sun-bleached teenager named Kyle who had been completely alone in the station for three hours — was telling Cherry about his girlfriend, his college applications, and his private theory that the government was hiding something in the salt flats. Cherry engaged with all three topics equally.

“Your girlfriend sounds WONDERFUL, Kyle! And ALSO the government is DEFINITELY hiding things! Mia, are you hearing this? ‘Secret Salt Flats’ could be a SERIES—”

“I’m not making conspiracy content, Cherry.”

“It’s not CONSPIRACY, it’s INVESTIGATION!”

Kyle gave us a 15% discount on the snacks. He couldn’t explain why.

Kevin inspected the station’s facilities. The restroom earned a passing grade — barely. The water bowl the clerk had set out by the door earned a grudging nod of approval. Kevin drank from it, then returned to Kira and sat with his customary gravitas.

Kira had been watching the exchange through the gas station window. She’d moved from the car to a concrete parking block — sitting on it, duffel beside her, the desert heat soaking into her shoulders through the army surplus jacket. She looked different in the Utah light. More at home. The sun and the red rock and the vast emptiness were her native territory now — she’d been forged in landscape exactly like this. Chicago’s tight streets and crowded apartment were the foreign environment. Out here, she fit.

“You’re staring,” Mia said beside me, not looking up from her phone.

“I’m not—”

“You’re staring at her. The lighting IS really good right now, if you want to admit it.”

“I’m assessing her condition.”

“You’re staring. It’s okay. She has great bone structure.” Mia paused. “Also, your forearms are doing the thing again. I’m not filming it. But I COULD.”

“Mia.”

“Filing it for later.” She went back to her phone.

I loaded the last of the supplies. Cherry emerged from the gas station with three bags of jerky, a stuffed coyote plush toy that Kyle had thrown in for free, and Kyle’s personal cell phone number written on a receipt (“for the INVESTIGATION,” Cherry said).

We drove.

The red rock shifted as I-80 curved south and west. The Wasatch Range faded in the mirrors. Ahead, the Great Salt Lake appeared and disappeared behind hills — a glint of silver water that Cherry mistook for a mirage until Kira confirmed it was real. Cherry spent eight minutes wrapping her head around the concept of a lake that was saltier than the ocean and that you could float in without trying.

“The WATER holds you UP? Like a BED? A WATER BED? But MADE of actual WATER?”

“Salt increases buoyancy,” Kira said.

“MAGIC WATER!”

“Physics.”

“Same THING!”



Lane’s parallel journey intersected with ours in Utah, though we didn’t know it until later.

The fourth fragment was at a rest stop east of Salt Lake City — a standard highway facility where Kira had sheltered during a rainstorm three weeks earlier. She’d slept under the covered picnic area and woke to find a jackrabbit on her feet (wildlife, she’d noted, was less judgmental than humans about where you slept).

The fragment was embedded beneath a picnic table — driven into the concrete foundation by the same dimensional force that had scattered all five shards. Kira knelt. Her seal pulsed. The fragment slid free.

New message: “…forgive me for what I’ve made you carry…”

Kira’s hand tightened around the fragment. A muscle jumped in her cheek.

“Forgive,” she repeated. The word was sharp in her mouth. “Someone APOLOGIZED for this.”

“For sending you to Earth?”

“For all of it.” She looked at the fragment — small, warm, warm-pulsing, a piece of a voice that had placed itself in her hand and sent her to a world of concrete and cardboard-tasting men and months of nothing. “Whoever put this stone in my hand — they KNEW what they were doing to me. They knew I’d be alone.”

She put the fragment in her pocket. Stood. Walked to the car. Kevin followed.

Cherry didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. She just started the car’s heated seats from the front panel and made sure Kira’s side was warm before she got in.

In the backseat, Kira held all four fragments against the core in its plug housing. The pieces vibrated in harmony — the message strengthening, the gaps narrowing, the voice becoming clearer with each addition.

“…the twelfth must be placed before the pattern remembers itself… not a bridge… not a key… forgive me for what I’ve made you carry…”

Morgana, via phone (on speaker, because Priya had insisted on being included and Priya’s inclusion meant Morgana’s phone was on speaker by default): “The Remembering. It’s in none of my texts. Priya?”

Priya’s voice through the car speakers, carrying the focused intensity of a Lore Class who’d found a trail: “One reference. One. A marginalia note in a 4,000-year-old archive document. The note reads: ‘When the pattern remembers, the vessels remember with it.’ No context. No author attribution. No expanded explanation.”

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” Morgana’s voice was controlled — the tight control that meant she was turning over something large enough to require all her considerable bandwidth. “And I don’t say that often.”

The phone was quiet for a moment. Then Priya: “The phrase ‘vessels remember with it’ implies that the sealed entities — us — are involved in whatever the Remembering is. Not observers. Participants.”

“Willing participants?” I asked.

Silence.

“The archive note doesn’t specify,” Priya said.

More silence. The SUV rolled through Utah’s red rock. Cherry’s corruption aura made a gas station attendant at the next fuel stop confess to his wife (on the phone) that he’d been secretly building a boat in the garage for three years. His wife already knew. She’d been waiting for him to tell her.



We didn’t know about Lane until later — weeks later, when Raven laid out shadow-photographs and intercepted communications on the fire escape and showed us exactly how close we’d come.

Lane had arrived at the Utah rest stop before us. Parked a standard-issue sedan. Walked to the picnic area. Stood over the exact spot where the fragment had been. His scanner — the same modified equipment he’d carried through months of Constellation monitoring — detected the residual energy signature. He took readings. Made notes. Didn’t touch the fragment. Standard Stability Division protocol: observe, document, report.

His transmission to Kith, which Raven’s shadow-tap partially intercepted from Chicago:

“The Utah anomaly is a fragment. Dimensional crystalline, pre-Concordat origin. Energy pattern consistent with memory vessel technology. Whoever placed these knew what they were doing.”

A pause. Then: “The Nebraska spike was collection in progress. Someone’s gathering them. Given the Constellation frequency match — it’s Morrison’s group.”

Kith’s response, per Raven’s reconstruction of the tone: careful. The careful of someone weighing options that all had consequences.

“Monitor. Don’t intercept. I want to know what they find before we decide how to classify it.”

Lane watched our SUV pass from a diner window across the highway. Eating pie. Close enough that I should have sensed him — but the Stability Division trained their surveyors to maintain a dimensional null. An active absence. The person-shaped hole in the air that Kevin had flagged months ago during their Chicago monitoring.

He made notes in his personal log. Raven would eventually photograph those notes through shadow-surveillance: “Morrison’s group appears to be reassembling a message. Purpose unknown. Recommend continued monitoring.”

He did not approach. Two groups on the same highway, heading in the same direction, separated by two hours and a race where only one side knew they were racing.

[System] Ping: [Fragment 4/5 collected — Memory Stone: 80% assembled] [Message: “…the twelfth must be placed before the pattern remembers itself… not a bridge… not a key… forgive me for what I’ve made you carry…”] [Stability Division: LANE — Fragment 4 site investigated. Residual readings catalogued. MONITORING.]



One fragment left. Nevada. Kira’s starting point.

“The last one’s in Tonopah,” she said. Her voice was different — tighter. The casual tone that had carried her stories about gas stations and daemon pearls was absent. Tonopah wasn’t a waypoint or a rest stop she’d slept behind or a diner where she’d eaten her last five dollars. It was the BEGINNING. The place where she’d woken up on the ground of an alien planet with wrong stars and no dimension and no language and no identity and a warm stone in her hand that she didn’t understand and wouldn’t understand for half a year.

“How far?”

“Six hours.”

Her hand was on Kevin’s head. Her fingers worked Kevin’s ears — rapid, agitated. Processing something her body wanted to avoid and her mind knew she needed to face.

“We don’t have to—” I started.

“We do.” Clipped. Certain. The Wayfinder who always knew which direction to go. “The last fragment is there. The message needs it. And…” She stopped. Swallowed. “And I need to see it. The place where I woke up. I need to see it with people.”

The SUV rolled westward through Utah’s red rock, Nevada’s high desert opening ahead of us like a mouth. The sky was vast. The road was straight. The fragments pulsed in Kira’s pouch like heartbeats counting down to something.

Cherry turned down the music. Not off — down. She’d learned to read the car’s emotional register. When Kira went tight, Cherry went quiet. When Kira softened, Cherry filled the space. An instinctive calibration that had nothing to do with Glamour Class abilities and everything to do with the empathy that Cherry possessed but never recognized in herself.

“Can we stop at an adult shop on the way?” Cherry asked. Quiet. Almost gentle. Offering Kira the one reliable comfort she knew.

Kira looked at Cherry. Her posture didn’t change. But what lived behind her eyes was different now than it had been three days ago.

“There’s a great one outside Wendover,” Kira said.

“Kira said there’s a GREAT one outside Wendover!” Cherry repeated, at full volume, the gentleness having served its purpose.

I drove.

Kevin put his head on Kira’s lap. She scratched his ears. Slow. Even. Getting ready for whatever Tonopah would bring.


Chapter 9: The Great Basin

We crossed into Nevada’s approach through the Bonneville Salt Flats.

The morning had started with Kevin rejecting another rest stop (the third in two days — his standards had not relaxed since Chicago, and the further west they traveled the fewer facilities met his exacting criteria). Cherry had been engaged in a spirited one-sided argument with the SUV’s GPS about the definition of “recalculating” (“It keeps changing its MIND, Jake! Make it COMMIT!”). Kira had been quiet — the settling kind of quiet, her hand on Kevin’s head in the backseat, watching the landscape with eyes that recognized every mile of it.

Then the salt flats appeared.

The Bonneville Salt Flats didn’t look like Earth.

They looked like the surface of an alien world that had given up on the concept of features and settled for infinite white instead. A plane of crystallized salt stretching to every horizon — flat, blinding, so vast that the curvature of the Earth was visible in the distance. No buildings. No trees. No bushes. No ANYTHING. Just white ground and blue sky and the SUV sitting on the shoulder of I-80 like the last artifact of a civilization that had packed up and left.

Cherry stopped arguing with the GPS mid-word.

Mia lowered her phone. Kevin sat up straighter.

The silence of the salt flats entered the car through the windows like something physical — a presence, a weight, the absolute quality of quiet that comes from a landscape so empty that sound has nothing to bounce off.

Cherry opened the car door. Stepped onto the salt. The crunch under her platform sandals was the only sound in a world that had decided silence was its primary aesthetic.

She walked forward. Ten steps. Twenty. The salt crunched with each one — a brittle, crystalline sound that carried for dozens of meters in the still air. Her pink hair was the only color in a world of white — a single vivid dot against infinity, like a pixel on an empty screen. Her crop top was a splash of pink against nothing. Her platform sandals left small impressions in the salt that filled immediately.

She stopped. Spread her arms. Under her jacket, her vestigial wings fluttered — the involuntary movement they made when Cherry felt something too big for words. The flutter was barely visible but I could see it — the fabric of the jacket rippling across her shoulder blades, the demon realm biology responding to an emotional input that exceeded what words could hold.

She shouted. “HELLO!”

The sound didn’t echo. The salt absorbed it. Swallowed it whole. The vast emptiness accepted Cherry’s voice — the loudest voice in every room she’d ever entered, the voice that had Charm Voiced vibrators into overdrive and turned bus rides into group therapy — and returned nothing. Not even a whisper. The most powerful Glamour Class anyone had encountered, and the Bonneville Salt Flats didn’t notice.

Cherry stood in the silence. The wind moved her pink hair. Her tail swished once under the jacket. Her expression shifted — not bubbly, not excited, not the Cherry we’d driven 1,200 miles with. Something quieter. Something older. Something that looked, for a single breath, like the face she might have worn in the Eighth Circle’s Crystal Spires when the court musicians played and the banners caught the light and the world was vast and she was part of it.

“I’ve never been this small before,” she said.

“You’re not small.”

“The WORLD is big.” She turned to face me. Her pink eyes were wet but not crying — that particular Cherry brightness that came from feeling something too large for her usual channels. “I thought Chicago was Earth. I thought the whole planet was buildings and pizza and people who needed to be HONEST.”

She looked back at the salt flats. At the horizon line where white met blue without interruption. At the place where the world simply ENDED and became sky.

“I want to walk,” she said.



Cherry’s Great Basin cumwalk was the most surreal version of her ritual yet.

The morning’s encounter had been fast — motel bathroom, enthusiastic, Cherry pinned against the shower tile with steam and her strawberry-sweet scent, her massive tits pressed flat against the wet surface while I filled her from behind. Quick. Intense. The restless urgency of a Glamour Class who’d been building toward something all morning without knowing what it was.

I’d come inside her twice. Incubus stamina meant the second was as forceful as the first. She’d clenched — the trained retention she’d perfected since her first Chicago cumwalk, muscles trained to hold what she’d been given.

Now she walked across the Bonneville Salt Flats. Short skirt. No underwear. My cum warm inside her, beginning the slow slide that gravity and motion produced, the trickle that Cherry had transformed from biological aftereffect into private ritual.

And NOBODY was here. Not a single human. Not a building. Not a car. Just Cherry, the salt, and the sky.

She walked slowly. Deliberately. Each step crunched. The salt flats stretched white to every horizon. Her pink crop top was the only non-white thing in the universe. Her hair caught the wind.

From the shoulder, I watched her walk. The slow, savoring pace. The way the wind pressed her skirt against her thighs and I caught the shimmer — my cum, catching the desert light, visible for a moment before the fabric shifted back. Cherry walking across the Bonneville Salt Flats carrying what I’d given her. No audience. No city. Just her and the void and the evidence of us.

Mia filmed from a distance. She didn’t know the details — she saw “Cherry taking a contemplative walk” and framed it as “mindful desert exploration.” The footage was genuinely beautiful. Pink against white. Wind and silence. A woman walking across infinity.

Cherry walked for twenty minutes. I watched from the shoulder. I could feel her seal pulsing through the network — the pink glow at her decolletage responding to the combination of exhibitionist fulfillment and emotional depth that Cherry channeled so naturally.

She came back to the car with tears on her cheeks and a smile that could power a city. The shimmer on her inner thighs caught the desert light for a moment before her skirt settled — the evidence of the morning’s encounter, carried across the Bonneville Salt Flats in the most isolated cumwalk of her career.

“That was the best walk I’ve ever taken,” she said.

I knew what she meant. All of it.

Kira watched Cherry from the backseat with an expression I could finally read. Not judgment. Recognition. One woman who’d walked alone across empty landscapes watching another woman walk across the same emptiness.

“The salt,” Kira said. “When you walk there, you leave footprints. They stay for days before the wind fills them.”

Cherry’s pink eyes went wide. She turned to look through the rear window at the vast white expanse. Somewhere out there — tiny, distant, platform-sandal-shaped — her footprints were stamped into the surface of a prehistoric lakebed.

“I left MARKS on the EARTH,” she whispered.

“You leave marks everywhere, Cherry.”

She turned forward. The tears were still there. The smile was bigger.



The Wendover Adult Emporium was a temple of commerce that Cherry approached with the reverence she usually reserved for pizza and Kevin.

Third state, third shop. Cherry was the student now, Kira the professor — a dynamic that had crystallized over three days of road trip education. Kira walked the aisles with the authority of a tenured scholar returning to a familiar library. Cherry followed with the wide-eyed absorption of a first-year who’d just discovered her major.

“Rabbit vibrators,” Kira said, picking one from the shelf and turning it over to examine the specifications. “Dual stimulation — clitoral and internal simultaneously. Motor quality varies dramatically by manufacturer.”

“DUAL?” Cherry’s eyes went enormous. The heart-shaped pupils dilated.

“The ears provide clitoral contact while the shaft—”

“EARS?”

“They’re shaped like—” Kira held it up. The rabbit design was self-explanatory.

Cherry grabbed it. Held it to the light. Examined it from every angle. “JAKE. Humans made a thing that does TWO things at ONCE. This is GENIUS.”

“Remote-controlled plugs,” Kira continued, moving to the next section with professorial momentum. “Bluetooth connectivity. Range of approximately thirty meters depending on manufacturer. The premium models have—”

“Wait. REMOTE? Someone ELSE controls it?”

“That’s the point.”

Cherry’s expression underwent a rapid sequence of emotions that I recognized as the Cherry Processing Chain: confusion, comprehension, imagining the scenario, imagining the scenario with MORE detail, imagining the scenario with MAXIMUM detail, and then the final state — vibrating anticipation.

“Jake,” she said. “JAKE.”

“I see it.”

“JAKE.”

“I KNOW.”

“We’re buying EVERYTHING.”

Kira continued the tour. Wands — seven speeds on the premium model. Kira’s rating system, delivered with deadpan authority: “One through four acceptable. Five recreational. Six religious. Seven theoretical.”

“What happens at seven?” Cherry asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve never needed seven.”

“Challenge ACCEPTED.”

The clerk — a middle-aged woman named Carol who’d been running this shop for twelve years and thought she’d seen everything — gave them a 30% discount. Cherry’s corruption aura had made Carol share three deeply personal stories about her divorce, her secret passion for glassblowing, and her opinion that the Wendover city council was “fundamentally compromised.” Carol felt better about all of it. She also felt that these were the best customers she’d ever had.

Mia, on the phone with Morgana outside: “They’re in the sex shop again.”

Morgana’s reply, audible through the phone’s speaker: “Document the expenditures. I’ll classify it as field research.”



The cactus attacked Cherry in Nevada.

A rest stop between Wendover and Tonopah. The SUV needed fuel, Kevin needed facilities, and Cherry needed to photograph every natural phenomenon within arm’s reach. She’d been treated to sagebrush, tumbleweeds, and a rock formation that she’d declared “looks like Kevin’s face” (it did not look like Kevin’s face; Kevin investigated it personally and found the comparison insulting).

Then she saw the cactus.

A small barrel cactus beside the rest stop’s concrete barrier. Green. Round. Covered in spines that evolution had spent millions of years perfecting as a warning system for exactly this situation.

“JAKE!” Cherry pressed her face toward the cactus with the gravitational pull of curiosity that had gotten her into trouble in every dimension she’d visited. “Look! A SPIKY PLANT! Why is it SPIKY? Is it ANGRY? Can I TOUCH it?”

“Don’t touch—”

Cherry touched it.

“OW!”

“—the cactus.”

Cherry examined her finger. A tiny spine — almost invisible, barely a millimeter long — was embedded in the pad of her index finger. Her eyes went wide with betrayal.

“It BIT me! The PLANT BIT me!” She held her finger up accusingly. “RAVEN! Raven would LOVE this! There are MEAN plants out here!” She pulled out her phone. Took a photo of the cactus with the wounded finger in the foreground for scale. Sent it to Raven.

Raven’s reply arrived eight seconds later. “Good. You deserved it.”

Cherry sent a heart emoji. Raven sent nothing. Then, ten minutes later: a black heart emoji.

Cherry showed the exchange to Kira. “She LOVES me.”

“That’s love?”

“Raven-love. It’s a DIALECT.”

Kira looked at the text exchange. At the black heart. At Cherry’s beaming face. Filed the information away under whatever category she was building for Raven.



Kira’s walk happened at the next rest stop. Deeper into Nevada. The landscape was pure high desert — sagebrush and distance and the vast emptiness that Nevada offered like a physical proposition.

She’d clipped the remote-controlled vibrator from the Wendover shop against her clit, secured under the waistband of her cargo pants. Compact. Discreet. Invisible under the loose fabric. She held the remote out to me.

“Walk with me,” she said.

We walked. Cherry was fifty meters behind us, taking selfies with another cactus (from a safer distance this time, using a selfie stick as a buffer zone). Mia was filming Kevin investigating sagebrush with the meticulous thoroughness of a familiar encountering new territorial data.

Kira walked casually. Hands in her jacket pockets. Deadpan expression. The desert stretched around us — empty, hot despite the December altitude, the sun pressing down.

I pressed the button. Level one.

Her stride didn’t change. Her breath went shallow for one step. That was all. Months of training her body to reveal nothing — the discipline that had kept her hidden in human spaces — holding firm against the first level of vibration.

Level two. She was looking at the horizon. Her tail shifted under her cargo pants — a twitch she couldn’t suppress. The first crack in her composure. Her breathing adjusted: fractionally deeper, fractionally faster. Nobody would notice who wasn’t looking for it.

I was looking for it.

Level three. She stopped walking. Turned. Looked at me. Her eyes were dilated — pupils blown wide, the amber narrowing to a thin ring around darkness. The bone above her temples flushed, shifting from pale to bronze.

“Higher,” she said. Level. Like she was ordering coffee at a counter.

Level four. She was leaning against the rest stop fence now. Gripping it. Her fingers dug into the wooden rail. Her expression was neutral — composure holding through sheer force of will — but her body was betraying her. Thighs pressing together. Breath shallow. The cargo pants doing nothing to hide the tension in her legs.

Cherry returned from her cactus photos. Bounced over. Took one look at Kira.

“Kira? You okay? You look—”

“Fine.” Clipped. Her voice was a half-octave higher than normal.

Cherry looked at Kira. At me. At my hand in my pocket — the hand that held the remote. Cherry’s eyes went wide. Then wider. Then she GRINNED.

“OH. Oh you’re doing the — oh that’s AMAZING.” She clapped her hands. “Jake! What LEVEL?”

“Four.”

“GO TO SIX.”

“Don’t you DARE—” Kira started.

I went to five.

Kira grabbed the fence with both hands. Her tail wrapped around her own thigh so hard the cargo pants bunched visibly. Her deadpan CRACKED — not a subtle fracture this time but a full structural failure. Her eyes squeezed shut. Her mouth opened. And she came standing upright at a Nevada rest stop in broad daylight.

She didn’t make a sound. Months of silent orgasms — training her body to climax without noise because noise attracted attention in shelters and parking lots and under overpasses — held even through this. But her body locked rigid. Her knees buckled for one second. And Cherry caught her arm.

“You’re WELCOME,” Cherry said.

Kira, recovering, straightened. Gripped the fence. Pulled her composure back on like putting on a coat.

“I didn’t thank you.”

“You WILL.”

Kira looked at me. Her expression was a masterwork of contradictions — furious at the loss of control, flushed from horns to collarbones, the freckles vivid against her warming skin. And underneath the fury and the flush: satisfied. She’d spent every waking hour since Nevada controlling every aspect of her body. She’d just chosen to hand that control to someone else. And it had felt better than keeping it.

“Level six,” she said. Each word bitten off clean. Her composure locked back into place through sheer discipline. “Later. In private.”

“Deal.”

“And I keep the remote.”

“What?”

“I keep the remote between sessions. You get it when I hand it to you.”

She was establishing protocol. Terms of engagement. Classic Kira negotiation — pragmatic, detailed, every condition stated before consent was given. She wouldn’t surrender control entirely. She’d loan it. On her schedule. At her invitation.

“Deal,” I said.

She walked back to the car. Her stride was different — not the mechanical highway gait she’d maintained since Nevada but something looser. Her body had just been reminded that it could feel things besides hunger and cold and the grinding monotony of highway walking.

The vibrator was still on level two. She didn’t ask me to turn it off.

She sat in the backseat. Kevin resettled beside her. She pulled out her phone — one of the burner models Raven had supplied — and began scrolling through nothing in particular. Her expression was perfectly controlled. Deadpan as a concrete wall.

But her thighs pressed together slightly every forty seconds or so. A micro-adjustment. An acknowledgment that the device between her legs was doing exactly what it was designed to do, and she was choosing to let it.

For the next forty miles, Kira sat in the backseat of an SUV with a vibrator on level two, Cherry singing country music in the front seat, and the Nevada desert sliding past the windows. Her expression didn’t change. Her breathing didn’t change. Nothing visible indicated that anything was happening beneath the surface of Kira’s impenetrable composure.

Except the door handle. She gripped it. Hard. Tendons standing out in her forearm. The white-knuckle grip repurposed for pleasure containment, holding herself together while the low, persistent buzz maintained a baseline of arousal that she’d chosen to sustain rather than resolve.

Mia, reviewing her footage later that evening, noticed Kira gripping the car door handle very tightly in several shots. She studied the footage. Studied Kira’s expression — neutral, controlled, utterly composed.

She looked at the door handle. At the straining tendons. Back at the neutral expression.

She didn’t ask why. Mia was learning that some questions answered themselves if you paid attention.



Kevin encountered the desert with methodical interest.

The smells were DIFFERENT from Chicago. Sagebrush, dust, distant animal traces — a sensory landscape his urban nose had never encountered. He investigated each bush along the rest stop perimeter with the systematic thoroughness of a familiar cataloguing new jurisdictional territory.

Then a jackrabbit crossed the road.

Kevin LOST HIS MIND.

He barked. He pulled at his leash. His tail spun like a helicopter blade. His bow-tie strained against the velocity of his excitement. His red sweater billowed. Every fiber of his registered-dimensional-familiar being was oriented toward the single imperative of PURSUIT.

Kira held the leash. She didn’t budge.

“It’s a rabbit,” she said.

Kevin’s entire body communicated: I KNOW WHAT IT IS. LET ME PURSUE.

“No.”

Kevin stared at her. Betrayal. Absolute, unequivocal, canine betrayal.

“You wouldn’t catch it,” Kira said.

Kevin maintained offended silence for exactly three minutes. Then he sniffed once, returned to leash compliance, and resumed his sagebrush investigation. The high road. Grudgingly.

Kira looked at me. The corner of her mouth twitched. Not a smile. But something close — the tug at the corner of her mouth that she caught and held before it could finish arriving.

[System] Ping: [Cherry — Adaptation +2% → 40% — new environment exposure accelerating adaptation] [Note: Glamour Class exhibitionism manifesting in non-urban environment. Pattern: expanding.]



Night.

They’d pulled over at a rest area between Wendover and Tonopah. No motel for miles. The rest area was a patch of concrete with a vault toilet and a covered picnic area — Nevada’s version of generous hospitality.

The stars came out.

No light pollution. No city glow. No buildings, no streetlights, no L train windows, no apartment hallway fixtures. Nothing between them and the sky except atmosphere.

The Milky Way stretched across the darkness — billions of stars in a river of light so dense and bright that it cast shadows. The galaxy’s arm was visible from horizon to horizon, a band of luminous dust and clustered light that made the sky look painted.

Cherry stopped talking.

Mia lowered her phone.

Kevin sat. Ears forward. Processing.

Even Kira — who’d seen this sky for months, who’d lain on her back in this desert counting stars she didn’t recognize to fall asleep — looked up.

“Holy shit,” I said.

Cherry sat on the ground. Just sat. Her pink skirt pooled on the concrete. Her platform sandals tucked under her. She stared upward with her mouth open and her pink eyes reflecting the Milky Way like mirrors catching fire.

“Jake.” Her voice was barely audible. “Is that… all of them? All the stars?”

“Not even close.”

“There are MORE?”

“Billions more.”

“Billions.” She tested the word. Found it insufficient. “That’s so many that ‘many’ doesn’t work anymore.”

She sat in the starlight. Nobody moved. Nobody spoke.

“Lyra would cry,” Cherry whispered. “Lyra would cry if she saw this.”

Through the Soulbound bond, I transmitted: the sight. The feeling. The vastness. The Milky Way through the architectural channel of a love that didn’t need proximity to function. I sent Lyra the stars.

Through the bond, I felt Lyra receive it. The transmission landed — I felt the catch in her chest, the sudden brightness of tears. Happy ones. The warmth of them arrived back to me across the distance, settling into my sternum like a hand pressed flat.

Cherry didn’t know about the bond transmission. She just knew that Jake was looking at the stars with an expression that suggested someone, somewhere, was crying with him.

Kira sat beside Cherry on the concrete. She didn’t touch her. She just sat. Present. Under the stars she’d been using as a ceiling since Nevada, but never — not once — as a thing she could share.

Cherry’s hand found Kira’s on the cold concrete. Kira didn’t pull away.

Two women. One sky. The desert humming around them in the dark.


Chapter 10: Tonopah

I knew we were close to Tonopah before the road signs announced it. Not because of the GPS, not because of the landscape, but because of Kira.

She went silent as we approached. Not her usual silence — the measured, word-rationing quiet of someone who’d learned to conserve social energy the way desert plants conserve water. This was different. This was LOCKED. The full-system shutdown of a woman whose body was returning to the place where everything started, every survival protocol slamming into position to hold back whatever was trying to surface.

Every muscle in her face drawn tight, the tendons in her neck visible beneath her sun-bronzed skin. Hands fisted on her knees — the knuckles white, the tendons standing out, the grip she used when she was holding herself together by force. Her tail wrapped around her waist with a compression that had to hurt — the full-compression tourniquet, not the looser grip she’d been maintaining for the last two days. Every muscle in her body was taut. Braced. As if returning to Tonopah was a physical impact she needed to absorb.

She stared through the windshield at the approaching town. The stubs she’d been filing since Tonopah caught the afternoon light — growing throughout the trip, longer now than when they’d left Chicago, the new bone a visual record of every day she’d spent being fed and warm and not filing.

Her eyes were flat. Not defensive — flat. Defensive implied there was something behind the wall worth defending. This flatness suggested the thing behind the wall had gone somewhere deep and shut the door and locked it and put a dresser against it.

Cherry, who had been recounting the cactus incident for the third time with escalating dramatic embellishment (“It LUNGED at me, Mia. The cactus LUNGED.”), noticed the shift. She looked at Kira. At the white knuckles. At the rigid tail.

“Are you—”

“Don’t.”

One word. A door shutting.

Cherry didn’t.

This was growth. The old Cherry would have pushed, hugged, asked seventeen follow-up questions, and accidentally Charm Voiced a confession out of the person she was trying to comfort. The Cherry of today closed her mouth, unscrewed the cap from her water bottle, and held it back toward Kira without looking. An offering that didn’t require words.

Kira took it. Drank. Handed it back.

We drove into Tonopah.

A small mining town in the center of Nevada’s high desert. Population: 2,627. One main street — a strip of motels, a gas station, a diner, a bar, a mining museum that the brochure described as “historically significant” and that nobody visited. The buildings were sun-bleached and wind-worn, squinting against the desert light like structures that had been arguing with the climate for a century and were losing.

Kira directed me off the main road. Onto a dirt track. East, away from town. The track wound through scrub desert — sagebrush and rock and the quality of emptiness that only Nevada achieved in the spaces between its sparse human outposts.

“Here,” she said.

I stopped the car. She got out.

Walked to a patch of ground that looked like every other patch of ground in every direction. Flat. Dirt. Sagebrush. A few rocks. Nothing to distinguish it from any other random spot in thousands of square miles of desert nothing.

She stood there.

“This is where I woke up.”

The car was silent. Mia lowered her camera. Cherry opened her door but didn’t get out. Kevin followed Kira — he was out of the car and at her side before I’d turned off the engine.

Kira looked at the ground. At her feet. At the exact spot of Nevada desert where she’d opened her eyes half a year ago to an alien sky and an incomprehensible planet.

“I was lying here. Face up. It was night. The stars were wrong.” She crouched. Touched the dirt. Her fingers pressed into the dry soil with the tenderness of someone touching a grave. “I didn’t know what dimension I was in. My horns were long — I didn’t know to hide them. My tail was out. I was wearing clothes from the demon realm that made no sense here.”

She picked up a handful of dirt. Let it sift through her fingers.

“The stone was in my right hand. Warm. Humming. I held it because it was the only thing that felt familiar.” She looked at her palm — empty now, the memory stone safe in its plug in her duffel. “I stood up and walked. Just walked. No direction. No language. No food. No money. No idea if I was alive or dead.”

Kevin pressed against her side. His weight was warm and solid and alive. He pressed the way he did when someone needed the warm, solid reassurance that they were not alone in the universe.

“Half a year,” she said. “I’ve been half a year.”

Cherry came up behind her. Didn’t touch. Didn’t hug. Just stood close — within arm’s reach, within warmth-radius, within the Cherry proximity that communicated I’m here without requiring Kira to engage.

“You’re not lost anymore,” Cherry said.

It was the simplest thing Cherry had said on the entire trip. No exclamation points. No capitalization. No enthusiasm engine driving the words into the room at maximum velocity. Just a quiet statement of fact from a woman who’d been pulled through a rift to Earth against her will and had found her way to belonging.

Kira didn’t respond. But her tail, under her shirt, twitched toward Cherry. Toward warmth. Toward not-alone.



The fifth fragment was in town.

Kira felt it as soon as we drove back toward the main street — her Wayfinder sense locking onto the final piece with the certainty of a lodestone drawn to iron. Not in the desert. Not at the arrival site. In a BUILDING.

The Tonopah Gas & Go. A small gas station on Highway 95 — the main road through town. Two pumps, a convenience store, a hand-lettered sign advertising “COLD BEER HOT COFFEE BEST JERKY IN ESMERALDA COUNTY.”

The owner was behind the register. Dale. Sixty-something, sun-leathered to the point where his skin had achieved the texture and durability of high-quality leather goods. Handlebar mustache that looked like it had been cultivated for decades. Vietnam veteran cap, faded to the color of nostalgia. Flannel shirt. He’d been in this spot so long that the nowhere had become his everywhere — you could see it in how he stood, rooted, like another fixture the desert had grown.

“I need something from your shop,” Kira said.

The Gas & Go’s interior was a museum of American highway culture — shelves of jerky, a rotating hot dog machine that had been rotating since the Reagan administration, a cooler of beverages arranged with the cheerful lack of system that characterized independent operators, and a rack of sunglasses that nobody had purchased since 2014 but that Dale kept stocked on principle.

He looked at Kira. Squinted. The desert sun through the window backlit her stubbed horns — the nubs catching the light, casting tiny shadows across her temples.

“Do I know you?”

“I came through here last summer.”

Recognition flickered. The squint deepened, then softened — the slow eye movement of a man searching his memory and finding what he was looking for. “Girl with the… unusual hat?” He mimed horns — two fingers above his temples, the gesture casual, friendly, utterly devastating in its accuracy. Kira flinched. A full-body twitch that she suppressed after half a second but not fast enough.

“Thought you had little costume horns. Real convincing.” He smiled — uncomplicated, the smile of someone who ran the last outpost before a hundred miles of nothing and met strange people as a matter of course. “You were hungry. I gave you a sandwich.”

Kira’s throat moved — a hard swallow. Her eyes went bright for a moment before she could lock it down.

“You did,” she said.

This was one of her emotional landmarks. Not a place she’d slept or a road she’d walked. A person who’d given her food when she had nothing. A stranger who’d looked at a young woman with filed-down horns and an oversized jacket and had chosen sandwich over suspicion.

“You look better,” Dale said. “Got friends now.” He nodded at Cherry, who was browsing the jerky display with the focused intensity of a succubus discovering a new food category. Cherry’s corruption aura was already settling over the small store like a warm fog. Dale’s posture relaxed. His smile widened. His forthcomingness increased by approximately 400%.

“Pretty friends,” Dale added.

“The fragment,” Kira said. “You found something. A rock. Glowing.”

Dale’s eyebrows rose. “That thing? Sure, it showed up in my parking lot about three weeks ago. Little crystal-looking thing, glowing on and off. Figured it was some kind of uranium rock.” He reached behind the register. “We get those around here.”

He placed it on the counter beside a geode and a Lucky Cat figurine. The fragment was the largest of the five — the size of a plum, amber-crystalline, pulsing with a warm light that made the Lucky Cat’s raised paw cast shifting shadows.

Kira reached for it. Her seal BLAZED — amber-gold light flooding through her shirt so bright that the whole store illuminated. The fragment RESPONDED, its own light surging to match, the two pieces recognizing each other across three weeks of separation.

Dale dropped the fragment. “What the—”

Cherry, materializing at the counter with the timing of a Glamour Class who’d been trained by crisis: “It’s a science project! For SCHOOL! We’re in COLLEGE! Studying ROCKS!”

Dale, under the full weight of Cherry’s corruption aura, pivoted from startlement to earnest confession without pausing at the intermediate steps of logic, skepticism, or self-preservation. The aura settled over him like a warm hand on his shoulder, and sixty-three years of unexpressed feeling found their exit.

“I always wanted to go to college,” he said. His voice cracked. The handlebar mustache trembled. “My mother said I wasn’t smart enough. Said I’d be better off staying in Tonopah, running the station, keeping my feet on the ground.” He took off his Vietnam veteran cap. Held it. Looked at the brim like he was reading something written in the fabric. “She was wrong.”

His eyes filled. The tears came with the sheer force of a dam that had been holding for five decades and had just been told by a pink-haired supernatural being that structural failure was not only permitted but therapeutic.

“She was WRONG!” he repeated, louder. “I could have been ANYTHING! I could have been a VET! I LOVE animals! I had a dog named Chester and he was the best friend I ever had and when he died I didn’t cry because my mother said crying was for QUITTERS and I am NOT a quitter but I should have CRIED because Chester DESERVED it!”

“AWW, DALE!” Cherry grabbed his hands across the counter. The gas station’s energy drinks rattled on their shelf. The rotating hot dog machine seemed to slow in sympathy. Cherry’s pink eyes were full — the corruption aura’s empathy function running at maximum, absorbing Dale’s pain and reflecting back pure, unconditional acceptance.

“Chester sounds AMAZING!” Cherry said. “Was he a GOOD boy?”

“He was the BEST boy.” Dale was openly weeping now. “He used to sit in the parking lot and greet every customer and he never bit ANYONE and I put his picture behind the register—”

He pointed. Behind the counter, next to the Lucky Cat and the geode and the space where the fragment had been, a faded photograph of a German Shepherd with a red bandana sat in a dollar-store frame. Chester. Seventeen years dead. Still guarding the Gas & Go.

Cherry looked at the photo. At Dale. At the empty space on the shelf where the fragment had been.

“Dale,” she said. “Chester would be PROUD of you.”

Dale lost it completely. He came around the counter and hugged Cherry — a full, sobbing, fifty-year-catharsis embrace that made Cherry’s massive tits compress against his flannel shirt and her corruption aura spike so hard that a customer at the pump outside suddenly called his estranged brother and said “I miss you” without knowing why.

I grabbed the fragment while Cherry managed Dale’s emotional breakthrough. Kira was already at the door, eyes scanning the parking lot, duffel secure, tail wrapped tight. She’d clocked the situation — fragment recovered, cover story established (however implausibly), Dale occupied — and determined that extraction was the optimal next step.

The stone was warm. Pulsing. It vibrated against my palm with the frequency that the Constellation recognized as its own. The fifth and final piece.



Outside the Gas & Go, Kira held all five fragments against the core in its plug housing.

The pieces vibrated. Then resonated. Then HARMONIZED — a frequency that climbed from vibration to sound to something beyond sound, a dimensional register that bypassed ears and arrived directly in the Constellation’s awareness.

The memory stone reconstructed.

Not physically — the fragments didn’t fuse. But the encoded data, scattered across five shards and one core, aligned. The gaps filled. The static cleared. And the message, which had been arriving in pieces across five states, played.

Not aloud. Through the Constellation. Everyone with a seal connection felt it — I felt it in my chest, and through the Soulbound bond, Lyra felt it in Chicago. Through the network, Morgana and Raven and Sera and Nia and Priya all felt the transmission arrive like a letter dropped into their awareness.

A voice. Ancient. Measured. TIRED. Not the clinical tone of a system notification or the impersonal register of a bureaucratic record. This was a PERSON. Someone who had sat down and spoken into a memory stone with the clear intention of being heard by whoever eventually assembled the message.

“The twelfth must be placed before the pattern remembers itself.”

A breath. The voice continued.

“This is not a bridge. This is not a key. It is not a cage.”

Another breath. Slower this time. The tiredness deepening.

“Forgive me for what I’ve made you carry.”

A pause. Longer. The weight of what came next pressing on the recording like a hand on a shoulder.

“The Remembering cannot be stopped once it begins.”

Then, quieter — almost a whisper, as if the speaker was running out of whatever energy or will or time they had left:

“The vessels were never meant to be…”

Distortion. A gap. The corrupted section — the word that was MISSING, the word that every interpretation hinged on, the word that someone had either failed to record or deliberately obscured.

“…flesh.”

Static. Silence.

The message ended. The fragments hummed in Kira’s hands. The desert wind moved sagebrush. Kevin pressed closer.

“The vessels were never meant to be flesh,” I said.

Morgana’s voice crackled through the phone — she’d called the moment the message hit the Constellation, before the last word had finished resonating. “Not meant to be flesh. The seals weren’t designed for living beings.”

Priya’s voice in the background, rapid and academic: “If the seals were meant for objects or locations, and someone placed them on PEOPLE instead, that changes every calculation we’ve made about the Constellation’s behavior. The energy patterns, the bond mechanics, the feeding requirement — all of it assumes the vessels are organic. If they were supposed to be inorganic—”

“The Remembering,” Morgana cut in. “Not bridge, not key, not cage. A fourth option nobody considered.”

“What IS it?” I asked.

“I don’t know. The voice said ‘the vessels were never meant to be’ — and then the recording corrupted. Were never meant to be WHAT? Alive? In this dimension? Carrying seals at all? The critical word is MISSING.”

“The word after ‘be’ — before ‘flesh.’ What fits?”

Priya: “Grammatically? Dozens of options. ‘Never meant to be mortal flesh.’ ‘Never meant to be living flesh.’ ‘Never meant to be contained in flesh.’ Each interpretation changes the meaning fundamentally.”

Voss’s voice joined the call. Because Voss monitored all communications involving potential tribunal evidence, and Voss’s monitoring was as constant and reliable as gravity.

“This constitutes material evidence under Article 47. I am filing Form 77-M-Supplement: Pre-Tribunal Evidence Registration — Memory Stone Classification.” The scratch of his pen was audible. “The phrase ‘not a bridge, not a key, not a cage’ directly addresses the three existing theories. This eliminates options. That alone is worth the road trip.”

“It doesn’t tell us what it IS, though,” I said.

“Correct. But it tells us what it isn’t. In law, that is called ‘narrowing.’ I approve of narrowing.”

Cherry, who’d emerged from Dale’s catharsis with red eyes and a bag of free jerky (Dale had insisted), caught the last part of the conversation.

“What about ‘the Remembering’?” she said. “That sounds like when you forget where you put your keys and then you REMEMBER and they were in your pocket the whole time!”

Silence on the line. The startled silence that occurred when Cherry said something that landed differently than anyone expected.

Morgana: “Cherry. That might be the most accidentally insightful thing you’ve ever said.”

“I’m VERY insightful! I just don’t always know WHEN!”

“The pattern remembers itself,” Priya repeated, slowly. “A recovery mechanism. Something that was forgotten, encoded in the seals, waiting to be reassembled. Not a bridge between places. Not a key to a door. Not a cage for a prisoner. A MEMORY. Trying to remember what it is.”

“And the vessels — us — weren’t supposed to be the containers for that memory,” Morgana said. “They were supposed to be something else. Objects. Locations. Anchors in stone or crystal or architecture. Instead, someone put them in people.”

“Why?”

Silence. The desert wind moved sagebrush across the Gas & Go parking lot. Through the store window, Dale was visible — still tearful, now showing Cherry photographs of his mother from a wallet that looked older than most of the democracies Cherry had visited.

“Why would someone put seals designed for stone into living beings?” Morgana’s voice carried the full weight of a scholar confronting a question she’d been circling for two centuries and was only now seeing from the right angle. “Perhaps because living beings can do something stone cannot.”

“Move,” Kira said. The word arrived flat and certain from her position against the car. “Stone stays where you put it. People walk. People cross dimensions. People carry things places stone can’t go.”

Another silence. Heavier this time.

“She’s right,” Morgana said. “The seals in flesh have reached across dimensions, bonded with an incubus, formed a Constellation, and activated a recognition protocol. None of that could happen if they were embedded in mountain faces or crystal pillars. The person who put them in flesh wasn’t making a mistake. They were making the seals MOBILE.”

“At a cost,” Kira repeated. “Forgive me.”

“At a cost,” Morgana agreed. Quietly.

“I need to see those fragments,” Priya said. “The crystalline structure may contain data the audio doesn’t.”

[System] Ping: [Fragment 5/5 collected — Memory Stone: 100% assembled] [Message: COMPLETE (with corruption gaps)] [New data: “The Remembering” — Constellation function theory #4. NOT bridge. NOT key. NOT cage. Recovery/restoration mechanism? Vessels not designed for living beings?] [CRITICAL: The word after “never meant to be” is MISSING. Core interpretation depends on the absent term.]



Mia had been filming the message assembly from a discreet distance — not the supernatural elements, which her camera couldn’t capture anyway, but the human reactions. Kira’s face when the word “forgive” arrived. Cherry’s tears during Dale’s breakthrough. My expression as I held a fragment that contained apology and warning in equal measure. She’d title this segment “Finding What You’re Looking For” and it would be the quietest, most honest piece of content she’d ever produced.

“That’s a wrap on the road trip,” Mia said, closing her camera bag. “Five states. Five fragments. One complete message. Seventeen bags of M&Ms.” She looked at Kira. “And one new friend.”

Kira looked at Mia. At the camera bag. At the content creator who’d spent a week filming her journey from the outside — capturing the moments Kira couldn’t see from the inside. The tentative touches. The thawing silences. The piggyback ride across Nevada.

“You filmed me,” Kira said. Her tone carried no accusation — just acknowledgment.

“I film everything.”

“You filmed me when I wasn’t looking.”

Mia’s expression softened. “The best stuff is always when people aren’t looking. That’s when they’re real.”

Kira considered this. “Show me sometime.”

“When you’re ready.”

They checked into Tonopah’s best motel. “Best” was relative — it had hot water, a working TV, and sheets that didn’t crunch. The carpet had a vintage that suggested it had been installed during a presidency that no one in the room had been alive for (except possibly Nia, back in Chicago, who had been alive for all of them). Kevin claimed a bed immediately and demonstrated his approval by rolling across it three times, then lying in the exact center with his paws in the air.

And Kira stood in the parking lot.

The desert stretched behind her — the same desert she’d woken up in when she first landed. The same sky, darkening toward evening. The same town that had given her a sandwich and a fragment and the first human kindness she’d encountered on this planet.

She let her horns catch the streetlight. She’d stopped filing them two days ago. The nubs were visibly longer — growing back, the warm bone reclaiming the space she’d ground away with concrete and desperation. They’d never be what they were — the damage was too deep for that. But they were growing. Healing. Becoming something new.

“I came here with nothing,” she said. “And now I have… this.”

She held up the pouch. The fragments. The memory stone. The message from someone who’d apologized for what they’d done to her.

Her eyes moved — to the SUV where Cherry was reorganizing snack wrappers, to Kevin beside her, to the motel where a bed waited that she wouldn’t have to hide in.

“Let’s go inside,” I said.

“Yeah.” She shouldered her duffel. Walked toward the motel. Kevin trotted beside her.


Chapter 11: Nevada Nights

Dinner at the Tonopah diner was the first meal of the trip that felt like a celebration rather than a fuel stop.

Mia insisted on “a proper sit-down meal that isn’t gas station.” The diner — the same one where Kira had eaten eggs with her last five dollars all those months ago — was mostly empty. Tonopah didn’t do tourism. The booths were cracked vinyl, the menu was laminated, and the coffee came in mugs that were older than some civilizations.

The waitress was a woman named Bev — forties, tired eyes, efficient hands. She stopped when she saw Kira.

“Sandwich girl!” A smile broke through the tiredness. “You came back! You look better!”

Kira’s mouth thinned and her eyes went bright before she could lock them down. Recognition, gratitude, the sharp pain of being remembered as the hungry stranger who’d needed charity — all of it flooding her face before she could lock it down. She’d come in here months ago with no money and no language and the Translation Matrix still calibrating, and this woman had given her a sandwich and not asked questions.

“I came back,” Kira said.

“You got friends now.” Bev’s eyes swept the table — Cherry in her pink crop top, Mia with her camera bag, me with my gold-flecked eyes, Kevin in his bow-tie and red sweater occupying a position of authority on the floor. “Good friends.”

“Yeah.”

Cherry’s corruption aura was already settling over the diner. Bev’s efficiency softened into warmth. The cook emerged from the kitchen to tell someone — anyone — about the fishing trip he’d been planning for three years but was afraid to take because what if the restaurant needed him. He started crying. Cherry hugged him through the service window.

The food was good. Not Chicago good — not Lou Malnati’s deep dish or Mr. Okonkwo’s Barolo — but honest good. The kind of food made by people who cared about it because their name was on the menu and their town was small enough that a bad meal was a personal failure.

Kira ate everything. Methodically. Completely. Then she ate pie. Then she ate Cherry’s abandoned pie (Cherry had been distracted by the cook’s fishing dreams and forgotten her dessert). Then she sat back and made a sound of satisfaction so quiet that nobody heard it except Kevin.

Cherry looked at Kira across the table. The pink eyes were warm. Certain.

“Kira.”

“What?”

“When we go back to Chicago. Are you coming?”

The table went quiet. Mia lowered her fork. I set down my coffee. Kevin lifted his head from his floor-positioned water bowl and looked at Kira with the focused attention of a familiar awaiting a verdict.

Kira stared at Cherry. Then at me. Then at Bev, who was refilling coffees across the diner with the unconscious rhythm of someone who’d been doing this for twenty years in a town that remembered everybody.

She didn’t answer. She picked up her fork and ate her pie.

Cherry smiled. Cherry knew what a non-answer meant when Kira gave it. It meant the answer was yes but the word wouldn’t come yet. The word needed more time than the feeling.

Kevin was under the table, positioned equidistant between Kira’s feet and Mia’s feet — a diplomatic geometry he maintained with care. Favoritism created interoperational conflict. The waitress, Bev, brought him a bowl of water without being asked. He lapped it with dignified restraint.

Mia pulled me aside at the register while I paid. The diner’s fluorescent light caught her face — the real Mia beneath the content-creator polish. The girl who’d been watching two succubi and a golden retriever with attention that had nothing to do with algorithms and everything to do with understanding.

“She’s staying, right?”

“I think so.”

“Good.” Mia’s expression was serious — the real seriousness that lived beneath her content-creator persona, the real Mia who understood people with the same clarity she understood analytics. “She’s different from the others, Jake. Lyra needed kindness. Cherry needed freedom. Raven needed patience. Kira needs…” She thought about it. “Kira needs someone to stop offering her things and just sit beside her until she decides to stay.”

“That’s… really insightful.”

“Since ALWAYS, Jake. I just package it as content.” She pulled out her phone. Showed me the TikTok series she’d been assembling during the road trip — not the Cherry content, not the Kevin reviews, but a quiet series of shots she’d titled “The Girl Who Walked.” Kira in the rearview mirror. Kira’s hand on Kevin’s head. Kira’s silhouette against the Utah red rock. Kira carrying Cherry across the Nevada desert. No supernatural elements visible. Just a woman who’d been alone and wasn’t anymore.

“I haven’t posted them,” Mia said. “They’re not for the channel. They’re for her. In case she ever wants to see what she looked like when she started letting people in.”

I looked at my sister. At the 150K-follower content creator with the ring light and the spreadsheets and the Cherry Score rating system.

“You’re a good person, Mia.”

“I KNOW. Now pay the bill. Bev deserves a big tip.”



The motel room was dim. Kira sat on the bed with her duffel open.

The toys were laid out — the familiar collection she’d carried since Henderson plus the road trip acquisitions from Ogallala and Wendover. The vibrator. The beads. The wand. The remote bullet. The curved model Cherry had selected. Each one positioned with the care she brought to everything — an arrangement that was simultaneously practical and ritualistic.

The assembled memory stone sat in its plug on the nightstand. All five fragments reunited with the core. The warm gold glow was steady now — complete, the message encoded and waiting, warm enough to cast faint light across the motel room’s cheap surfaces.

She looked at me.

“I want you to see me.”

“I see you.”

“No.” She stood. Slow. Deliberate. “All of me.”

She pulled her shirt over her head. Slowly — the opposite of how she’d stripped for the feeding, where efficiency was the point. Letting the fabric drag across her skin. Letting the reveal happen in stages. Shoulders first — freckled, muscled, the scar on her forearm catching the lamplight. Then the sports bra, unclipped with steady hands. Her breasts were small, firm, proportional to her athletic frame — not Cherry’s gravity-defying monuments or Morgana’s massive F-cups but HERS. Survival breasts. The breasts of a woman who’d crossed a continent on foot and hadn’t been carrying extra weight.

Then she reached up to her horns.

The nubs. Growing back — visibly longer than when they’d left Chicago. The surfaces were still rough, the damage from concrete and metal files visible in the texture. But new bone had covered the worst of the grinding, smooth and sensitive.

She touched them. Not hiding them. Not filing them. TOUCHING them. The way you’d touch a wound that was healing.

“I filed these down with concrete,” she said. “My first week. I found a curb behind a strip mall in Tonopah. Sat on the ground. Pressed my horns against the edge. And ground.”

She mimed the motion. Back and forth. The grinding. The bleeding.

“They bled. I kept going. Filed them down to nubs. Then I found a metal file at a hardware store — stole it. Ground them smoother. Neater. Every three days, because they grow.” Her hand dropped. “Since the day I landed.”

She unwrapped her tail. Let it move. The dark brown length — spaded tip, smooth scale-pattern — swayed with uncertain freedom. Still rusty. Still relearning the range of motion she’d denied it. But moving. Alive.

“I kept this strangled against my ribs since Nevada. Twelve hours a day minimum. More when I was around humans.” She let it swing. Watched it like it was a separate creature she was meeting for the first time. “It cramped. Every day. Sometimes I’d wake up and it was numb from the compression. I’d have to massage circulation back into it before I could wrap it again.”

She stood. Full nude. Everything visible. The body she’d been hiding from a world that would have feared it. The features she’d been destroying to survive in spaces that weren’t designed for her.

The seal on her left hip glowed amber-gold — the Wayfinder map, lines converging, paths and routes etched in dimensional light on her skin. Her body was a document: every muscle, every scar, every damaged horn nub, every calloused footpad telling the story of a woman who’d walked alone across five states and arrived.

“I want you to touch what I tried to erase,” she said.



I started where she asked. The horns.

She was standing in front of me, naked, the motel lamplight catching every feature she’d spent half a year hiding. The lean muscle. The freckles. The seal glowing warm gold on her hip. The tail swaying with uncertain freedom. And above it all — the horn nubs, rough-surfaced, growing back with the slow determination of bone that had been brutalized and was choosing to heal anyway.

My thumbs traced the nubs. Gently. The pad of each thumb pressing against the rough surface with the same care I’d bring to touching a fresh wound. Because that’s what they were. New growth layered over months of damage, the bone sensitive in ways that intact horns would never be. Exposed nerve endings beneath thin growth. Raw places where concrete had ground through layers that should never have been touched.

She flinched. Her whole body tightened — the bone-deep flinch reflex that read any touch on the horns as an attack, because the only things that had touched her horns in all that time were the implements she’d used to destroy them.

But she didn’t pull away. She set her jaw. Held still. The visible effort of a woman overriding instinct with choice.

I modulated my essence. Found the Wayfinder channel — that narrow, locked-on signal that knew where it was going. Let the energy flow through my thumbs into the damaged bone. Warmth. The deep warmth of incubus healing energy — not repair exactly, but nourishment. The way sunlight feeds a plant that’s been kept in a closet. Not fixing the damage. Feeding the growth that would eventually cover it.

She sighed. The sound was involuntary — pulled from somewhere deep, a release of tension that had been accumulating since the first grinding session on a Tonopah curb. The horns’ raw surfaces absorbed the energy like bruised muscle accepting warmth. The irritation eased. The constant, low-grade pain she’d been carrying since she’d first pressed bone against concrete dimmed to something manageable. Something she could put down.

“These are beautiful,” I said.

“They’re stumps.”

“They’re YOURS.” I traced the edge of one nub — the contour of re-growth, warm bone filling in the damage. “And they’re growing back.”

“They’ll never be what they were.”

“Nothing is. That’s not the point.”

She looked at me. Those eyes searching — not for threat, not for deception. For sincerity. The Wayfinder’s path-sense applied to words instead of roads, reading the truth in my voice the way she read safety in a highway.

She found what she was looking for. I saw the moment the search completed — a micro-relaxation in her jaw, a fractional easing in the tension around her eyes.

I traced down her jaw. The sharp line of it — honed by months of undereating, now softening slightly as proper feeding restored what hunger had taken. Her neck — the tendons she’d kept taut under hoods and scarves, always guarding her throat, never forgetting it was vulnerable. I kissed the side of her neck. She shivered — not from cold. From the surprise of tenderness applied to a place she’d been protecting.

Her freckled shoulders. I kissed each constellation of them — the patterns left by sun through passenger-side windows on buses crossing Nevada, the asymmetric distribution of pigment that documented months of transit in a body’s response to light. The left shoulder had more freckles than the right. She’d ridden passenger-side more often, facing the sun.

Down her arms. The lean, earned muscle. The biceps she’d built walking on feet that bled until they calloused. The forearms that had gripped fences and duffel straps and the edges of dumpsters and the handles of sex toys and the ears of stray dogs that stayed for a night and left in the morning. I kissed each muscle group like it earned the attention.

It had. Every one of them. Every fiber built through movement and necessity — she’d chosen to keep walking when every rational calculation said stop, and the muscle remembered.

Her tail. I wrapped my hand around it gently. She JOLTED — a full-body electric response that made her gasp and her horns flush dark honey. Nobody had touched her tail since she’d landed on Earth. The appendage had been compressed, strangled, denied all sensation for half a year. Now, with blood flowing freely and nerve endings firing for the first time in months, every point of contact was amplified tenfold.

Her tail was sensitive. All succubus tails were sensitive — intimate, emotional barometers wrapped in prehensile muscle. But Kira’s had been deprived so long that even my gentle grip made her knees buckle.

“Tell me what you want,” I said. My hand tightened on her tail — gentle but certain. “Because this body is mine now. These horns. This tail. All of it. Mine to worship. Mine to wreck.”

She picked up the wand. Put it in my hand.

“Use everything. On everything.”

I mapped her body with hands, mouth, and toys. The vibrator on her clit while I kissed the seal on her hip — my lips tracing the Wayfinder map’s lines, following the paths and routes etched in her skin as if they were directions meant for me. The plug was already in place — she never removed it, the memory stone’s warmth a constant she’d grown to depend on. It vibrated in resonance with my essence modulation, the mechanical and the dimensional harmonizing.

Her horns flushed with blood when she was aroused. A visible color change — the regrowth shifting from pale bone to warm gold, like metal heating in a forge. A succubus tell unique to Kira, the exposed vascular bone responding to stimulation in ways intact horns never would.

Her tail wrapped around my forearm. Squeezed. Controlled now — possessive rather than desperate. Her tail had decided this arm belonged to it, and the grip said so.

I laid her back on the bed. Spread her thighs with my hands — the lean, scarred muscle parting for me. Her pussy was glistening, swollen, the arousal built through every body-worship touch now visible in the wet shine soaking her inner thighs. My mouth went dry at the sight. Blood pounding so hard in my ears I could hear my own pulse. I positioned myself and pushed inside her — slowly, deliberately, letting her feel every inch of my cock stretching her open while the plug in her ass created a tightness that made both of us groan.

I used the wand on her nipples while thrusting inside her. The oscillating head pressed against one stiff peak, then the other — her small, firm breasts sensitive enough that each vibration made her gasp and arch into the contact. The combination was precise — my cock filling her pussy with deep, measured strokes, the plug vibrating from within, wand working her nipples, incubus energy locked to Kira’s unique resonance binding all four points into a unified harmonic. Her seal blazed. The map pattern on her hip illuminated the motel wall — golden lines spreading, routes and paths visible in dimensional light.

She came in waves. Not the rigid-lock climax from the motel — something deeper, something that rolled through her body in progressive cascades. Her pussy clenched around my cock in pulses, each one stronger than the last, the contractions climbing until her entire torso shook and her thighs clamped around my waist. Her tail went tight on my arm — not crushing but HOLDING, gripping me like an anchor while the pleasure broke over her. The sound she made started low and climbed, a moan that became a cry that became something wordless, months of denial cashing out in a release that wasn’t violent but vast. Her juices flooded around my shaft, soaking the mattress beneath us.

“Don’t stop,” she said.

“Tell me what you need.” My voice was rough. Barely recognizable.

“You. Deeper. I want to feel you everywhere.” Her fingers found my jaw, pulled my face to hers. “Make me forget I was ever alone.”

“You won’t forget,” I said against her mouth. “Because you’re not alone anymore. You’re mine. Say it.”

Her eyes held mine. Steady. Choosing. “Yours.”

The words came out raw. Not the clipped efficiency of survival-Kira. Not the measured delivery of surveillance-Kira. This was NEW. This was the voice of a woman who’d been denying herself since she landed and was done denying.

She held my gaze when she said it. Steady. Open. Asking without hiding behind the ask.

My phone rang.

The ringtone was Morgana’s — the three-note chime I’d assigned because she called at hours that required identification before answering. The timing was spectacular. The timing was, in fact, so perfectly wrong that it could only have been Morgana.

I ignored it.

It rang again.

Kira’s eyes opened. Warm and sharp in the dark. “Answer it.”

“I’m in the middle of—”

“She’ll call until you do. I know the type.”

She was right. Morgana’s relationship with academic excitement was the same as Cherry’s relationship with volume — uncontrollable and boundary-blind.

I answered on speaker, one hand still on Kira’s hip, the wand still buzzing against the mattress an inch from where I’d set it.

“Jake.” Morgana’s voice was the register of a scholar who’d just found something and had absolutely zero awareness of interpersonal timing. “The crystalline structure of the fragments. Priya’s analysis shows layered encoding — the audio message is only the SURFACE level. There’s a SECOND data stream embedded in the resonance pattern. We need you to—”

“Morgana. I’m busy.”

“This is IMPORTANT. The second data stream appears to contain spatial coordinates. If I’m right, the memory stone isn’t just a message — it’s a MAP. The same kind of map that—”

Kira took the phone from my hand. Held it to her ear.

“He’ll call you back,” she said. No inflection. No room for debate. The voice of a Wayfinder who had read the situation and determined the correct path.

She hung up. Set the phone face-down on the nightstand. Looked at me.

“Where were you?”

“Where I was.”

“Then keep going.”

I positioned her on all fours. She moved with me — not resisting the repositioning, not going limp and passive, but actively shifting, adjusting, placing herself where she wanted to be. On her knees. Hands on the headboard. Back arched. The plug visible between her cheeks — the jeweled silicone base with its memory stone core glowing warm between the lean muscle of her ass. The light pulsed in time with her heartbeat.

She gripped the headboard. Braced. She’d learned from the Ogallala nightstand — this grip was distributed, controlled, the engineering approach to not destroying motel furniture.

I entered her from behind. Slowly. The angle was different here — deeper, my cock sinking into her wet, clenching heat with a depth that made her breath catch and her spine dip. Her pussy gripped me differently from this angle — tighter around the head, the internal geography pressing my shaft against the plug through the thin wall between her passages. The combined fullness made her moan — low, throaty, full to capacity and wanting more. Her tail whipped once against the mattress. I could see the seal on her hip from this position — the Wayfinder map pattern glowing gold, lines and routes and convergences visible in the lamplight like a navigation chart drawn in dimensional ink.

I reached around. Found her clit. Pressed the wand against it — the broad vibrating head nestled against the swollen nub while I thrust from behind, the rhythm building between my cock and the device. My other hand on her hip, over the seal, palm flat, channeling essence directly into the Wayfinder pattern.

Everything at once. But this time I wasn’t mapping her pleasure. I was answering it. Every thrust was measured and slow where Ogallala had been frantic. The wand buzzed steady against her clit while I filled her with unhurried depth, and my hand on her seal wasn’t channeling energy at her — it was holding her. Grounding her. Less technician. More partner. She felt the shift — I saw her eyes widen.

She felt the difference. I could tell because her body stopped bracing and started REACHING — pressing back into each stroke, grinding the wand harder against herself, her spine arching not in defense but in demand.

She gripped the headboard harder. The sheets tore under her hands — cheap motel cotton didn’t stand a chance against road-hardened muscle under orgasmic tension. The fabric ripped in two clean lines beneath her fists. Her tail lashed against my chest — once, twice — then wrapped around my torso with bruising force, the spaded tip pressing into my lower back like a brand.

Her horns flushed deep bronze. The filed surfaces glowing with blood and energy — the color change that only happened when she was approaching the threshold that made her whole body lock. I could see it building in the tension of her shoulders, the way her spine curved deeper, the way her breathing went from controlled to ragged to the frequency of I’m about to—

I slammed deep and came inside her while the wand was on maximum. My cock pulsed hard — each thick spurt of cum flooding her pussy while the incubus energy surged through my shaft AND the wand simultaneously. Two streams of Wayfinder-tuned essence pouring into her from different angles, converging at the seal on her hip like rivers meeting. I could feel my cum filling her — the wet heat of it mixing with her arousal, overflowing around my cock, dripping down her thighs. The resonance with the plug’s memory stone created a three-point harmonic — cock, wand, plug — that made her seal BLAZE so bright the motel room turned amber-gold.

Her Wayfinder pattern was visible on her hip in complete detail. Not just lines — GEOGRAPHY. Places she’d walked. Routes she’d taken. Every stretch of highway, every desert track, every gas station parking lot. The path from Tonopah to Chicago, etched in dimensional light on her body like a map drawn by the journey itself. I could SEE it — the route she’d walked, the detours she’d taken, the places she’d stopped and slept and survived. Her body was a map of everything she’d endured to get here.

She screamed. Kira-volume — lower, rougher, the accumulated force of every silent orgasm she’d banked since Nevada detonating at once. The motel walls absorbed the sound. The window rattled. The wand, still buzzing on the mattress, skittered an inch from the vibration of her body’s response.

Aftermath: she lay face down in the wreckage of the sheets. Breathing hard. The wand buzzed on the mattress where it had fallen. Her tail was draped across my chest — not wrapped tight, not compressed, not hiding. Just resting. Limp and spent and present.

“The horns,” she said into the pillow.

“Yeah?”

“Don’t let me file them again.”

“I won’t.”

Her tail curled around my wrist. Possessive. Claiming. The first time she’d done it on purpose — not the involuntary death grip of a starving body, but a choice.

Kevin lifted his head from his bed across the room. Watched us for three seconds. Then settled back down with a satisfied huff.

[System] Ping: [Kira — Bond +200 → 550 (Devoted)] [Adaptation +8% → 30%] [Seal: FULLY ACTIVE — energy integration accelerating] [Wayfinder: Fragment Tracking MASTERED. Path Sense: enhanced range.] [Constellation: 9th point — CONNECTING. Network approaching 9/? (12 active positions with Nia’s junctions). Recognition threshold: IMMINENT.]



Through the Constellation — a PULSE.

I felt it happen in real time. Not a notification, not a system ping — a physical sensation in my chest. The Constellation shifted. Like a combination lock’s final tumbler clicking into place. A weight that had been held in suspension releasing and settling into a new configuration.

Nine points. Twelve active positions. The recognition threshold the archives had described.

Nothing visible happened. No lights in the sky. No dimensional tear. No cosmic revelation downloading into my awareness. Just a CHANGE in the pulse — the Constellation’s hum shifting from steady to rhythmic. From hum to heartbeat.

Slower. Deeper. The rhythm of something that had been dormant and was now breathing.

And the empty sockets in the pattern — the three remaining gaps — changed. They weren’t passive anymore. They weren’t empty spaces waiting to be filled. They were PULLING. Reaching outward with gravitational urgency, sending pulses into the dimensional fabric like sonar pings searching for what they needed.

“Morgana,” I said into the phone.

“I felt it.” Her voice was controlled — the careful control that meant she was processing something large enough to shake the foundations of two centuries of scholarship. Morgana didn’t shake. But the control was doing work. “The Constellation recognized itself. And the empty positions changed. They’re searching now. Actively reaching.”

“The Remembering?”

“The pattern woke up and realized it’s incomplete. And it doesn’t want to be incomplete anymore.”

“Is that dangerous?”

A pause. Long enough for erased archive records and vanished civilizations and a voice on a memory stone to press into the silence.

“I don’t know. The records were erased. By someone who had reasons.” Another pause. “And I’m beginning to think those reasons were very, very good.”

But tonight — in a motel in Tonopah, Nevada — Kira was sleeping with her tail unwrapped and her horns growing and a golden retriever curled against her legs. The Constellation pulsed its new heartbeat rhythm. The empty sockets reached outward into the dark.

I closed my eyes. Let the new pulse settle into my awareness alongside the older rhythms — Lyra’s warmth, Cherry’s fizz, Raven’s smoke, Morgana’s tide, Sera’s quiet, Nia’s deep hum, and now Kira’s warm directional pull.

Nine points. Something had begun.

Kira’s tail, in her sleep, reached across the space between beds and found my hand. Wrapped around my wrist. Gentle. Unconscious.


Chapter 12: Highway 93

Highway 93 south of Ely, Nevada. Morning. Cold and clear, the sun cutting through thin atmosphere like a blade. Mountain ranges flanked both sides of the road, snow-capped and indifferent. The highway stretched ahead in a straight line that seemed to converge at infinity.

I was driving. Cherry was in the passenger seat, unusually quiet, watching the mountains with the reverent attention she’d been giving landscapes since Utah. Kira was in the backseat behind me, Kevin at her side, her Wayfinder sense relaxed now that all five fragments were secure. Mia was beside Kevin, editing footage on her phone.

We’d planned to drive straight back to Chicago. Three days. Rotating sleep. Highway miles stacking up like playing cards.

We made it four hours.

The morning had been peaceful. Cherry was singing along to a country song about a truck that was also a metaphor for heartbreak (her interpretation), Mia was reviewing footage with the steady concentration of a content creator wrangling a week’s worth of material, and Kevin was watching the passing landscape with the keen interest of a familiar cataloguing terrain he might never visit again.

Kira sat behind me. Through the rearview mirror, I could see her eyes fixed on the road ahead — not watching the scenery but READING it. The Wayfinder sense was always on, a background process that scanned every path, every surface, every navigable option within her considerable range. She’d been doing this since she landed without knowing it had a name. Now, with her seal active and her abilities emerging, the unconscious instinct was becoming a conscious discipline.

She was relaxed. As relaxed as Kira got — which meant her jaw wasn’t clenched, her hands weren’t fisted, and her tail was loose under her shirt rather than tourniquet-tight. Progress.

The peacefulness lasted until mile marker 147.

The mule deer appeared at seventy miles per hour. Not appearing in the slow-motion sense that movies use — no graceful leap, no majestic silhouette against the desert sky. It was there. In the lane. Standing with the placid confidence of a wild animal that had evolved without natural predators and had concluded, through millions of years of evidence, that roads were its territory.

Kira’s Wayfinder sense screamed WRONG half a second before I saw it. The warning arrived through the Constellation as a spike of urgent directional data — not words, not images, just a raw dimensional signal that translated into every nerve ending firing GET OUT OF THIS PATH NOW.

I swerved. Hard left. The SUV’s tires bit asphalt, then gravel, then nothing. The shoulder dissolved into slope. The slope became ditch. Physics, which had been cooperating with our road trip for six days, decided to file its objections.

The roll was slow. Not the dramatic Hollywood barrel roll — a grinding, agonizing topple, the SUV tilting past its center of gravity with the reluctant inevitability of a building deciding to sit down. The world rotated. Sky became ground. The seatbelt caught me across the chest — a band of pressure that would leave bruises shaped like the Constitution of Automotive Safety Engineering. Something heavy bounced off my knee: Cherry’s bag of adult shop acquisitions, which had been poorly secured in the cargo area and now deployed across the vehicle’s interior like shrapnel from an armory specializing in silicone and rechargeable batteries.

A vibrator — still in its packaging — hit the windshield. Cherry’s emergency food coloring (she’d brought an entire case) burst against the ceiling, painting the headliner pink. Kevin’s travel bowl launched from behind Mia’s seat and struck Aldric’s clipboard (which Mia had been using to organize filming notes) with enough force to punch a hole through Form 77-K.

The SUV landed on its side in the roadside ditch. The engine sputtered and died. The windshield cracked but held — safety glass doing its one job. Airbags deployed, filling the cabin with chemical dust and deflating fabric.

Silence.

The held-breath silence that follows impact — the held-breath pause where reality checks if everyone survived before deciding what happens next.

Then Cherry: “Is everyone ALIVE?”

I took inventory. Bruised. Seatbelt-burned across the chest and shoulder. My hands were shaking with adrenaline. “Yeah.”

Kira was already moving. Survival instincts overriding everything else — she’d unclipped her belt, braced against what was now the ceiling, and was out through the window before the dust settled. Standing on the road, scanning the terrain in a 360-degree sweep that took approximately three seconds.

“Clear,” she said. Clipped. Already scanning the perimeter.

Mia: “My CAMERA!” She scrambled for her equipment bag, which had landed against the opposite door. Found it. Checked it. “It’s fine. Oh thank God.”

Kevin was standing on what had been the passenger window and was now the floor. His bow-tie was askew. His red sweater had rotated forty-five degrees. He was barking with the indignant frequency reserved for situations that were UNACCEPTABLE and whoever was responsible would be receiving a formal complaint.

The deer watched us from the road. Brown eyes. Complete absence of guilt. The vacant, untroubled judgment of a mule deer that had been standing in roads for its entire life and saw no reason to reconsider the practice.

It turned. Walked away. Disappeared into the sagebrush with the unhurried gait of an animal that had no natural predators and fewer natural concerns.

“I hate that deer,” Cherry said.



The SUV was finished. The front axle had cracked on impact with the ditch — a structural failure that no amount of roadside optimism could repair. The vehicle lay on its side in the Nevada desert like a beached whale, leaking coolant and self-respect in equal measure. One of Cherry’s adult shop bags had burst during the roll, distributing its contents across the vehicle’s interior with the chaotic thoroughness of a fragmentation grenade. A rabbit vibrator was lodged in the cup holder. The wand had wedged itself under the accelerator pedal. Three different products I couldn’t immediately identify were scattered across the ceiling (which was now a wall).

Cherry surveyed the debris field. “My COLLECTION!”

“Cherry, we just survived a car crash.”

“And my THINGS survived WITH us! They’re RESILIENT, Jake! Like ME!”

Mia was already evaluating the scene for content potential. “This is actually incredible B-roll. ‘Adversity Strikes: Maintaining Your Wellness Practice Through Unexpected Challenges.’ The demographic loves overcoming-obstacle narratives.”

“Mia, we’re in a DITCH.”

“A PHOTOGENIC ditch. The lighting is actually perfect.”

Five miles from the nearest town. Caliente, population 1,065. No cell signal — the mountains blocked everything, the same ranges that made this stretch of highway beautiful also made it the kind of place where AAA was a theoretical concept rather than a practical service. December. The desert cold would arrive with sunset like a bill being presented — politely at first, then with interest.

Kira was standing at the edge of the road, duffel on her shoulder, scanning the highway in both directions.

“We walk,” she said.

Cherry looked at her feet. She was wearing platform sandals. The same platform sandals she’d worn for the entire trip because Cherry’s packing philosophy prioritized aesthetic over terrain compatibility and she had defended this position against all criticism with the unshakeable conviction that fashion was a human right and footwear was its first amendment.

“In HEELS?”

Kira looked at Cherry’s feet. Her expression underwent a micro-calculation that contained everything Kira thought about Cherry’s footwear choices — months of highway walking compressed into a single raised eyebrow that communicated volumes about the relationship between shoe design and terrestrial navigation.

“Why are you wearing those?”

“They’re CUTE.”

Kira stared at her for three full seconds. Three seconds of sustained Wayfinder scrutiny directed at a pair of platform sandals. The stare contained a comprehensive indictment of Cherry’s priorities, her footwear philosophy, and her fundamental relationship with gravity and the concept of “walking surfaces.”

Then she turned and started walking.

Kevin followed. He’d already written off the damaged SUV and determined it was no longer operational for his purposes. The nearest acceptable facility was forward, not here. He took point.

I followed. Cherry followed, complaining about both the terrain and the injustice of a world that put hiking into what should have been a road trip. Mia followed, filming, already composing the voiceover that would turn this disaster into 200K views.



Five miles of Nevada highway on foot was exactly as picturesque and uncomfortable as it sounds.

The road was two lanes of asphalt bordered by gravel shoulders and desert scrub. There was no traffic — this stretch of Highway 93 saw maybe thirty cars a day, and apparently all thirty had somewhere else to be. There was no shade. The sun was low and sharp and the December desert cold was settling in with the patience of something that had all night and no intention of leaving.

The wind picked up within the first quarter mile. Not the aggressive Wyoming assault — a steady, dry push that carried desert dust and the faint scent of sagebrush and the existential indifference of a landscape that had been ignoring humans for millions of years.

We walked in a line that looked like the punchline to a joke nobody had started: a 6-foot incubus in sneakers and a seatbelt-bruised t-shirt, a Wayfinder Class succubus in army surplus boots who could have walked this stretch in her sleep and had probably done so, a Glamour Class succubus in platform sandals and a pink crop top whose corruption aura was about to hit a town of 1,065 people like a small-yield emotional warhead, a content creator in athleisure wear who was already framing the disaster as “Surviving the Unexpected: A Wellness Journey” for her followers, and a registered dimensional familiar in a bow-tie and red sweater who was walking slightly ahead of everyone because he had taken point and nobody had questioned his authority to do so.

Kevin walked point with the disciplined focus of a familiar on patrol. His nose was low, testing the road surface with each step. His tail maintained operational position — upright but not wagging, signaling focused duty rather than enthusiasm. He’d categorized the situation, classified the crash as a Category Three Incident (significant but non-lethal), and determined that the appropriate response was disciplined forward movement toward the nearest facility.

He stopped twice to investigate potential rest locations. The first — a flat rock near the road’s shoulder — was rejected after a thorough sniff. The second — a section of fence post — received a longer consideration that ended in a brief constitutional, after which Kevin resumed patrol with the satisfied air of a professional whose standards had been adequately met.

Mia was filming. Of course Mia was filming. She’d secured her camera within seconds of the crash, checked it for damage before checking herself (priorities), and was now walking backward on a Nevada highway with tripod-steady balance. Adverse conditions were her specialty — she’d been filming Cherry since day one.

“The algorithm loves adversity content,” she explained to nobody. “Disasters are the new vulnerability. This is ‘Surviving the Unexpected: A Wellness Journey Through the American Desert.’ I can already see the thumbnail.”

“We’re not a DISASTER,” Cherry protested. “We’re on a WALK!”

“You’re on a walk in platform heels five miles from civilization after crashing into a deer. That’s CONTENT.”

“It’s EXERCISE! Cherry doesn’t DO disasters! Cherry does ADVENTURES!”

“Cherry is going to have blisters the size of—”

“Don’t say it. Don’t JINX my feet.”

Kira walked point without being asked. Ten paces ahead of everyone, Kevin at her side, scanning the road with Wayfinder sense that was simultaneously reading the path for hazards, the horizon for shelter, and the distant shimmer of Caliente’s water tower for distance. Five miles was nothing to her. Months of cross-country walking had turned her body into a machine calibrated for exactly this — steady, sustainable, every stride metered against uncertain intake.

She hadn’t said a word since the crash. She was operational — not panicked, not distressed, just switched on. Kira in crisis was Kira at her most competent and her least verbal. The highway protocols handled everything the emotions couldn’t.

Cherry’s feet hurt within a mile. The platform sandals that were CUTE in a motel parking lot were instruments of torture on asphalt. She slowed. Then slowed more. Then stopped.

“I’m DYING,” she announced to the desert. “My feet are DYING.”

Kira, who had been walking point with Kevin (her natural position — Wayfinder in front, scanning the path), stopped. Turned. Walked back to Cherry.

Without a word, she knelt. Offered her back.

Cherry stared. “You want me to GET ON?”

“You’re slow.”

“I’m not SLOW, I’m SUFFERING.”

“Get on.”

Cherry climbed onto Kira’s back. Kira straightened. Cherry weighed nothing to a succubus with highway conditioning — the walking muscle, the endurance, the functional strength that came from treating the American West as a treadmill.

Cherry’s massive tits pressed warm against Kira’s back. Kira didn’t comment. She just walked. Same pace as before. Cherry on her back, the Nevada desert stretching to every horizon.

Cherry, from Kira’s back: “You’re very strong.”

Kira: “I walked 1,800 miles.”

“That’s a LOT of walking.”

“Yes.”

“I walked three blocks in Chicago and it was the BEST DAY OF MY LIFE.”

“…What were you walking for?”

“I was walking with Jake’s cu—”

“I don’t need to know.”

Mia, filming from behind, quietly narrated: “This is the best content I’ve ever shot.”

Kira carried Cherry for the remaining four miles. She didn’t slow down. She didn’t adjust. She didn’t complain. She carried a Glamour Class succubus with bimbo proportions and platform sandals across the Nevada desert the way she’d carried her duffel since Nevada — as a weight she’d accepted and would not put down.

Cherry’s breasts pressed against Kira’s back with the warm, heavy presence that made even carrying Cherry a uniquely Cherry experience. Cherry had the body density of a pillow and the chest mass of two bowling balls. The physics were improbable. Kira didn’t care about physics. She cared about efficiency, and carrying Cherry was more efficient than waiting for Cherry to finish dying about her feet.

Mile two: Cherry discovered that piggyback rides were comfortable. She started narrating. “Kira, your shoulders are VERY defined. Have you been WORKING OUT?”

“I walked 1,800 miles.”

“That’s basically CrossFit! Mia, are you getting this? ‘Natural fitness through extreme circumstances!’ That’s CONTENT!”

Mia was getting it. Of course Mia was getting it. She was walking backward on a Nevada highway with her camera perfectly framed on Kira carrying Cherry against the desert sunset, and the footage would look like a goddamn movie poster.

Mile three: Cherry fell asleep. Mid-sentence. The Cherry shutdown — abrupt, total, the energy management system of a Glamour Class that ran hot and crashed hard. Her arms went loose around Kira’s neck. Her pink hair fell across Kira’s shoulder like a blanket made of cotton candy. Her breathing deepened into the Cherry-sleep rhythm that was one part rest and one part background-level Charm Voice that made everyone within fifty feet feel inexplicably peaceful.

Her tail, hidden under the jacket, curled around Kira’s arm in sleep. The unconscious succubus tail-brush of sisterhood — the gesture she’d performed with Lyra a hundred times, the intertwining that meant safety and belonging and you’re mine in the language that succubus tails spoke without words.

Kira felt it. Looked down at the pink-tipped spaded tail wrapped around her forearm. At the sleeping Cherry draped across her back. At the pink hair on her shoulder and those ridiculous tits compressed against her spine and Cherry’s trusting weight — asleep on someone she’d decided wasn’t a stranger anymore.

Her expression didn’t change. Not a flicker.

But she walked more carefully after that. Each boot placement precise. Each stride measured and deliberate. More careful than she’d been about anything on this trip except Kevin and the memory stone.

Kevin walked beside them. Tail wagging — steady, confident. Ears forward. Everything about him said: this is correct. This is how the pack moves. This is how it should be.

Mile four: I looked back at them. Kira in her army surplus boots, carrying Cherry on her back, Kevin trotting alongside, the three of them silhouetted against the Nevada sunset — orange sky, desert scrub, the distant shimmer of Caliente’s water tower catching the last light.

Lyra’s warmth arrived — she’d been monitoring through the bond’s emotional channel — not the specifics, but the broad strokes. My amusement. My warmth. The warm frequency of love that came from watching your people become people to each other.

What’s happening? Lyra transmitted. Not words — a question-shaped feeling.

I didn’t have words for it either. But I transmitted what I saw: Kira carrying Cherry. Kevin walking guard. Mia filming. The sunset. The desert.

Through the bond: her warmth. Simple. Certain. The quiet joy of a woman whose love was large enough to hold the people he was growing to love.



Caliente was everything its population of 1,065 promised and nothing more. One motel. One diner. One gas station. A Greyhound bus stop — a bench and a sign that said we exist because someone decided the bus should stop here in 1967 and nobody has reconsidered.

No car rental. The nearest rental was in Las Vegas — three hours south by bus. The bus came through daily.

“Bus,” I said.

Cherry, who had woken up when Kira set her down at the diner with the gentleness of a woman handling explosives: “I’ve never been on a BUS!”

Kira: “Buses are fine.”

Mia: “Is there WIFI on the bus?”

Kevin inspected the bus stop bench. His judgment was visible in the tilt of his head, the positioning of his ears, the exacting angle at which he sniffed the wooden slats. The bench met minimum acceptable standards. Barely.

We waited. The five of us on a bench in Caliente, Nevada. A tableau that no one passing by could have made sense of — a bruised man with gold-flecked eyes, a pink-haired woman eating a gas station burrito with the enthusiasm of someone who’d never experienced burritos before and was deeply moved by the concept, a sunburned woman with short hair and amber eyes who was cleaning a scrape on her elbow with supplies from a duffel bag she appeared to be surgically attached to, a college-age girl in athleisure wear editing footage on her phone like the crash was already a content strategy problem, and a golden retriever in a red sweater and bow-tie sitting ramrod-straight — clearly composing a strongly worded report about the day’s events.

Cherry’s gas station burrito contained approximately seven ingredients, three of which were identifiable. She ate it with the Cherry approach to food — total commitment, zero quality control, maximum enthusiasm.

“This is AMAZING!” she announced. “Jake, what’s in this?”

“Regret, mostly.”

“It has a LOT of flavors.”

“Those aren’t flavors, Cherry.”

“They’re TEXTURES. Mia, are you getting this? ‘Gas Station Cuisine: A Culinary Adventure.’ The followers will—”

“I’m not filming a burrito, Cherry.”

“But it’s CONTENT!”

“It’s a potential health violation.”

Kira cleaned her scrape with practiced efficiency. Antiseptic wipe (from her duffel — she kept a basic first-aid kit that would have impressed any field surgeon), gauze square, medical tape. Each step automatic. Muscle memory from truck stop bathrooms and rest area parking lots and the back seats of buses that smelled worse than this one would.

She noticed me watching. “I got worse in Elko.”

“What happened in Elko?”

“Don’t ask about Elko.”

Kevin wedged himself between Kira’s boots. The Caliente bench had barely passed his inspection — but he’d been through a car crash and a five-mile walk. He was prepared to make concessions.

I called Lyra.

She already knew. The bond had carried the crash to her — the spike of fear, the impact, the seatbelt pressure, the adrenaline. Then Cherry screaming about her camera. Then relief.

“You felt that,” I said.

“I felt everything. The crash. Your fear. Then Cherry screaming.” She laughed through the bond — not amusement at danger but the bright laughter of relief, the sound of someone who’d felt their partner in peril and then felt them survive. “Are you okay?”

“We’re taking a bus to Vegas.”

“You’re… what?”

“Greyhound. To Las Vegas. Then we fly home.”

“Jake Morrison.” Through the bond: warmth, amusement, a love so settled and certain it was indistinguishable from gravity. “You left Chicago in an SUV and you’re coming home on a Greyhound bus.”

“That’s accurate.”

“I love you.”

“I know.”

The bus arrived. Old. Diesel-fumed. The upholstery had the worn patina of a vehicle that had carried thousands of passengers across the American West and maintained its dignity through sheer institutional stubbornness.

Cherry boarded with the enthusiasm of someone boarding a yacht.

“ADVENTURE!” she announced to the entire bus.

The other passengers — approximately twenty people in various stages of travel weariness — stared. Cherry’s corruption aura settled over the vehicle like a warm blanket dropped from Heaven.

It was going to be a long ride to Vegas.


Chapter 13: The Bus

The Greyhound bus smelled like diesel fuel, recycled air conditioning, and the accumulated quality of human experience that settled in a vehicle that made the Caliente-to-Las Vegas run three times a week and had been doing so since before the internet.

Cherry boarded first. She walked down the aisle with her chin high and her shoulders back — Crystal Spire posture, applied to a Greyhound that made a grinding noise when it shifted into third gear and had a bathroom door that didn’t fully close.

“I want a WINDOW seat,” she announced. “Kira said the desert is BEAUTIFUL from a bus.”

“Kira said buses are fine,” I corrected. “Not beautiful.”

“She MEANT beautiful. Kira means things she doesn’t say. I’ve LEARNED this.”

Kevin boarded with the cautious inspection of a familiar encountering a new jurisdiction. He sniffed the aisle carpet. Considered the seats. Tested the floor’s vibration frequency with one paw. His expression suggested that this vehicle had not been inspected by any authority he recognized but that he would make concessions given the extraordinary circumstances.

Mia set up her camera immediately. “Content opportunity,” she murmured, framing the shot to capture the bus interior without any supernatural elements. “Confined space. Strangers. Emotional honesty. This is basically a sociology experiment with a side of Pink.”

Kira took the window seat behind me. Kevin settled beside her without hesitation. She arranged her duffel in the overhead compartment — the first time on the trip she’d let the bag out of arm’s reach for any sustained period. The bag was still within lunging distance. But it was up. Not on her lap. Not between her feet. Progress, measured in the careful units of trust that Kira dispensed like rations.

Cherry’s corruption aura settled over the bus the moment she sat down. The warm, uninhibited blanket that she couldn’t turn off and never tried to — the Glamour Class passive ability that turned every enclosed space into an emotional support chamber. In a confined metal tube with thirty strangers and a four-hour run through the Nevada desert, it was going to be spectacular.

By the time we pulled into the Las Vegas bus station, twenty-seven of thirty passengers had shared something they’d never told anyone.

The couple in Row 8 said “I love you” to each other for the first time in eleven years. The husband cried. The wife cried harder. Cherry, two rows back, cried sympathetically. Kevin, on Kira’s lap, sensed the emotional climate and pressed his nose against the seat in front of him in solidarity.

A college student in Row 3 called his estranged father from the bus’s one functional payphone (the cellular signal was spotty through the desert passes). The conversation lasted forty minutes. He was still talking when we reached Vegas. Cherry gave him a tissue.

A trucker in Row 14 confessed to a nun in Row 15 that he’d been stealing hotel towels for twenty years. Not for practical reasons — he just liked the feeling of having something from every place he’d stayed. The nun told him she’d been stealing communion wine for thirty years. They bonded immediately. By Henderson, they were exchanging towel-and-wine logistics tips.

A grandmother in Row 12, traveling to see her grandson’s first piano recital, told the entire bus about the time she’d stolen a candy bar when she was twelve and never told anyone. “I’m EIGHTY-THREE,” she said. “And I’ve been carrying that Kit-Kat for SEVENTY-ONE YEARS.” Cherry held her hand for ten minutes. The grandmother gave Cherry a butterscotch candy from her purse. Cherry ate it and declared it “the most HONEST candy I’ve ever tasted.”

A pair of college students who’d been traveling in awkward silence for three hours discovered, under the aura’s influence, that they both wrote poetry about their dead cats. They started sharing poems. The poems were terrible. The emotional honesty was transcendent. They exchanged phone numbers at Henderson.

The bus driver — a man named Carl, sixty-two, fifteen years behind the wheel — pulled over at a highway overlook fifty miles north of Vegas. He turned to face the passengers. Adjusted his cap. And delivered a public address that Cherry’s aura had been building toward for three and a half hours.

“Folks. I want you to know that this has been the most emotionally honest ride of my fifteen-year career. I don’t know what’s in the air today but I want you all to know that I appreciate you. Every one of you. Even the towel guy.”

Slow clap. Started by the nun. The entire bus joined.

Cherry was BEAMING. “Jake! This bus is SO FRIENDLY!”

“You’re causing a collective emotional breakdown.”

“I’m causing CONNECTION, Jake! These people needed to TALK!”

Mia had her camera out. She was not filming the supernatural elements — no horns, no tail, no glowing aura. She was filming the EFFECTS. The couple holding hands. The college student wiping his eyes. Carl the bus driver removing his cap in what appeared to be a moment of profound professional fulfillment.

“THE HONESTY BUS,” Mia narrated into the camera. “Sometimes the journey IS the destination. Sometimes a four-hour bus ride through the Nevada desert is exactly the therapy session you needed.”

The video would become the most viral Glow Up Era piece to date. 250,000 views in the first week. Comments ranging from “who is this pink girl with the healing energy” to “I cried on the toilet watching this” to “Carl for President.” Mia would frame the engagement spike as proof that authentic emotional content outperformed polished production.

She was right. But also, Cherry was a supernatural being whose passive corruption aura turned confined spaces into group therapy, and Mia didn’t mention that part.



Kevin did not approve of buses.

The smells were wrong. The seats were too small. There was no grass. The floor vibrated at a frequency that offended his operational standards. He stared out the window. A formal complaint had been filed with management. He was awaiting resolution.

A small child from Row 5 approached Kevin during the second hour. She was approximately four years old, pigtailed, carrying a stuffed dinosaur. She stopped in the aisle and stared at Kevin with the uncomplicated curiosity of a child encountering a dog.

“Can I pet him?” she asked Kira.

Kira looked at the child. At Kevin. Kevin submitted to petting with dignified tolerance — head slightly bowed, ears back in the position that said this is acceptable but I have reservations about the venue.

The child petted Kevin for ten minutes. Her mother, under the aura’s influence, turned to Mia and confessed that she was considering quitting her accounting job to become a wildlife photographer. Mia, because Mia was Mia, encouraged this with genuine enthusiasm and gave her the name of three photography accounts to follow.

Kira watched the child pet Kevin. Her eyes tracked the small hands on the golden fur, the careful way the child avoided his eyes (she’d been taught dog etiquette — Kira noted this), the way Kevin allowed the contact without moving.

“He’s good with kids,” Kira said. To nobody in particular.

“He’s good with everyone,” I said.

“Not everyone. He stared at that bus stop bench for a full minute before sitting.”

“He has standards.”

“Good.” Her fingers found Kevin’s ears. “Standards matter.”



Cherry crashed twenty minutes into the ride. Mid-sentence, as always — the Glamour Class battery management system operating on its own timeline. She slumped sideways. Pink hair on Kira’s shoulder. Out cold.

This time, Kira didn’t freeze. She shifted her weight — a micro-adjustment, settling Cherry’s head into a more comfortable angle against her collarbone. Then she went back to watching the desert through the window.

Not rigid. Not careful. Just… accommodating. The way you adjust for someone who belongs there.

Kevin watched with the satisfied expression of a familiar whose long-term integration strategy was proceeding ahead of schedule.



The bus bathroom was small. Aggressively small. The smallest enclosed space I’d been in since Raven’s shadow-closet back in Chicago, and that had Raven’s Darkness Cloak making it feel infinite. This had no such luxury. This had a flickering fluorescent light that buzzed at the frequency of despair, a toilet bolted to the floor with hardware that predated the current century, and approximately four square feet of standing room that two adults could share only through the generous application of geometry and mutual discomfort.

There was also a sign: “PLEASE DO NOT FLUSH OBJECTS OTHER THAN TISSUE.” Someone had added, in Sharpie: “Barry tried. Don’t be Barry.”

Kira pulled me into it.

Not for sex — not primarily. For FEEDING. The road trip had been burning through her energy reserves at a rate she hadn’t anticipated. Each fragment collection drained her Wayfinder abilities. Each activation of her seal cost power that her barely-recovering system couldn’t afford. And the emotional labor of being around people after months of solitude — the constant effort of reading intentions, the sheer exhausting EFFORT of trusting — was its own kind of depletion.

She’d been running on fumes since Utah. The signs were there — the slight dullness returning to the bone above her temples, the almost-imperceptible decrease in her body temperature when I’d brushed against her on the bus. Succubus starvation signs she’d learned to hide so well that months of practice made them nearly invisible.

“This is disgusting,” she said, pressed against the bathroom wall. The fluorescent light made her eyes sharp and her freckles vivid. The space was so small that we were touching without trying — her shoulders against the wall, my chest against hers, our legs interleaved because there wasn’t room for them to exist separately. The rough regrowth above her temples was inches from my chin. Warmth radiated from them — diminished but present, the bone still alive and warm beneath the surface.

“Agreed.”

“Feed me anyway.”

She undid her cargo pants and shoved them down her hips. Fast. Practiced. No seduction. No ceremony. The raw, pragmatic intimacy of a succubus who’d fed in worse places than this — truck stop bathrooms, shelter utility closets, the back of a stranded car in an empty parking lot — and who measured the quality of a feeding encounter not by ambiance but by result.

My hand found the space between her thighs. She was already wet — the addictive essence working on her starving biology from proximity alone, her body preparing for nourishment the way a dehydrated person’s mouth waters at the sound of a faucet.

The bus vibrated around us. Sixty-five miles per hour through the Nevada desert. Through the thin bathroom door, Carl the bus driver was describing his retirement plans to a passenger who had not asked but who, under Cherry’s residual aura influence, was providing detailed emotional support. “—and I thought about a BOAT, but my wife says boats are just holes in the water you pour money into—”

I modulated my essence to Kira’s channel — the sharp, navigational pulse her body recognized. The precision hit her depleted system like rainfall on sun-cracked clay — absorbed instantly, every drop claimed. Targeted. Exactly what she needed.

She gasped. Her hand gripped my forearm — strong and certain, her calloused fingers digging into the muscle of my forearm. Her other hand found the wall behind her, bracing against the bus’s vibration.

I circled her clit with my thumb — the swollen nub slick under my touch, her arousal already coating my fingers before I slid two of them inside her. Tight. Wet. The clench of a pussy that was hungry for something my hand could only approximate. The angle was awkward — everything was awkward, the space designed for solitary bathroom use by people of average height, not for a 6-foot incubus feeding a Wayfinder Class succubus on a Greyhound — but Kira’s body didn’t care about ergonomics. Her body cared about the energy flowing through the contact, the calibrated essence that her depleted reserves absorbed with the desperate efficiency of a starving body finding real food.

Her hips moved against my hand. Small movements — she couldn’t move much, the bathroom wouldn’t allow it. But efficient movements. Practiced. She’d taught herself to come quietly in tight spaces, and her hips knew exactly the roll that got her there. Her inner walls gripped my fingers with each motion — clenching, releasing, the rhythmic pulse of a body working toward what it needed.

“More,” she whispered. Not Cherry’s broadcast volume. Barely audible — the word existing more as breath than sound.

I pressed harder. Curled my fingers — hooked them against the ridged spot that made her thighs press together and her fingers dig into the wall. Held it while my thumb worked her clit in the tight, fast circles that I’d learned produced the fastest results during our motel encounters. Her pussy flooded around my fingers — the slick heat dripping down my palm, coating my wrist. My incubus energy pulsed through the contact — not the slow, sustained modulation of bedroom sessions but the concentrated burst of emergency feeding. Maximum efficiency. Minimum time.

She came silently. She was good at silent — months of practice, orgasms in shelters and parking lots and under overpasses where sound attracted the wrong kind of attention. Her mouth opened but produced nothing. Her body locked rigid against the bathroom wall. Her eyes squeezed shut. Her pussy clamped around my fingers so hard the muscles trembled — rhythmic contractions that milked my hand the way they’d have milked my cock, drawing every pulse of incubus energy deeper into her depleted reserves.

But her tail unwrapped from her waist and lashed against the bathroom wall hard enough to dent the plastic panel. A crack appeared — a spiderweb fracture radiating from the impact point. She didn’t notice.

The energy transfer was visible in her recovery. Color returned to the ground-down points above her temples. Her body temperature rose against my chest — the supernatural warmth climbing from depleted to adequate. Not a full feeding. A top-up. Enough to keep her operational until they reached somewhere with a horizontal surface and actual privacy.

“Adequate,” she said, fixing her clothes fast — she’d done this in utility closets, in shelter bathrooms, in the back of a stranded car. Speed was habit.

“In a Greyhound bathroom.”

“I’ve fed in worse.”

“That’s deeply sad.”

“That’s survival.” She opened the door. Paused. Looked back at the cracked panel where her tail had struck. Then at me. “The motel was better.”

“Significantly.”

“This was adequate.”

“You said that.”

“I’m confirming.” Something close to humor flickered across her face. “The motel was better. The Greyhound bathroom was adequate. The gas station outside Reno was…” She trailed off.

“Was what?”

“Don’t ask.” She walked back to her seat.

Cherry hadn’t moved — still sleeping on nothing, her pink head where Kira’s shoulder had been, now resting against the window. The moment Kira sat down, Cherry’s head found her shoulder again. Unconscious navigation toward warmth. Cherry’s tail, hidden under the jacket, readjusted its grip on Kira’s wrist in sleep — the tail-brush of sisterhood, finding its anchor without waking.

Kira looked at the pink hair on her shoulder. Looked at the tail on her wrist. Her posture stiffened. She was sitting with something she didn’t have words for yet.

She sat perfectly still. She didn’t move Cherry. She didn’t remove the tail.

Kevin lifted his head. Sniffed her once — the post-feeding sniff, a quality-control check performed with clinical dispassion. Satisfied, he put his head back down.

Business concluded.

[System] Ping: [Kira — Bond +50 → 600 (Devoted)] [Adaptation +2% → 32%] [Note: Non-standard feeding in transit. Bond formation through shared adversity.]



Las Vegas appeared from the desert like a hallucination that had decided to commit.

The transition was abrupt — one moment, empty Nevada highway stretching toward a distant glow on the horizon. The next, Henderson’s suburbs spreading outward. And then the Strip itself, rising from the desert floor like a vertical fever dream — a wall of light and glass and architectural excess built by a civilization that had looked at the Mojave and said we’ll build RIGHT HERE and we’ll make it BRIGHT and we’ll make it so bright that the astronauts can see it from space.

Towers of neon. Cascades of LED. Hotels shaped like pyramids and castles and monuments to excess. Fountains that danced on schedule. A half-scale Eiffel Tower because one Paris wasn’t enough and the original didn’t have enough slot machines. The concentrated desire of eight million annual visitors radiating outward like Cherry’s corruption aura given physical form, a zoning permit, and a $14 billion annual revenue stream.

The bus pulled into the station. Carl the bus driver turned off the engine and addressed his passengers one final time.

“Folks, this is Las Vegas. If you’re arriving for the first time, welcome. If you’re returning, good luck.” He paused. “And to the pink-haired girl in Row 6 — whatever you’ve got, bottle it. This was the best ride of my career.”

Cherry blew him a kiss. Carl blushed for the first time in seventeen years. Two passengers clapped. The nun from Row 15 gave Cherry a rosary. Cherry accepted it with the gravity of someone receiving a medal.

Cherry exited the bus and STOPPED.

She stood on the sidewalk. The Las Vegas night wrapped around her — warm despite December (the city generated its own thermal field from sheer metabolic output), loud, bright, pulsing with every frequency of human want simultaneously. The neon reflected off her pink hair. Her skin shimmered — the natural Glamour Class sparkle responding to the ambient energy the way a plant responds to sunlight. Her pink eyes were so wide they seemed to take up her entire face, reflecting the Strip’s light show in twin pools of color.

“Jake.” Her voice was reverent. The rare Cherry reverence that she’d only used three times before — for the mountains, for the Milky Way, and for the first time Kevin wore his bow-tie. “This city is ME.”

She wasn’t wrong. Las Vegas was the architectural embodiment of Cherry’s corruption aura — a city designed to lower inhibitions, amplify desire, and turn strangers into the best versions of themselves (or the worst, depending on your perspective and your credit limit). If Cherry’s passive aura lowered emotional defenses, Las Vegas nuked them from orbit. The two were redundant. Complementary. The same philosophy expressed through supernatural biology and urban planning respectively.

“I want to LIVE here.”

“We’re catching a flight.”

“But JAKE—”

“Flight. Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow is SO FAR AWAY.” She pressed her hands against her chest — her massive breasts compressed under her palms with the dramatic urgency of a woman being physically restrained by circumstance from merging with a city she’d been spiritually married to since before she arrived. “This city has LIGHTS and MUSIC and PEOPLE who want to be HAPPY! It’s like someone took MY PERSONALITY and made it into BUILDINGS!”

Kevin emerged from the bus and regarded Las Vegas with the measured scrutiny of a familiar encountering a new jurisdiction. His nose worked the air — sorting through the concentrated scent of eight million tourists’ worth of cologne, cocktails, buffet food, and hope. He sneezed once. Then sat. His expression indicated that Las Vegas met minimum acceptable standards but would require extended observation before a formal rating could be issued.

Kira stepped off the bus last. She’d been to Las Vegas — or through it, at least. A bus transfer on her walk east. She’d spent three hours in the station eating a vending machine sandwich and watching humans pour money into slot machines with the bewilderment of a succubus encountering a pleasure system she couldn’t map to any biological imperative.

She looked at the Strip now with different eyes. Not scanning for exits and threats. Not quite relaxed either. But something in between. She was starting to see a city as a place you could VISIT rather than a place you needed to SURVIVE.

“Twelve HOURS of this BEAUTIFUL CITY and I can’t—” Cherry was still lobbying. She looked at the Strip. At the lights. At the people streaming past with their cocktails and their optimism and their loosened ties and their holiday-from-consequences grins. Her pink eyes reflected the neon like mirrors catching fire.

I felt her corruption aura PULSE. Not activated — just responding to the environment. A passive feedback loop — Las Vegas’s ambient desire field feeding Cherry’s corruption aura, which fed back into the ambient field, which fed back into Cherry. The two systems recognized each other. Resonated.

Cherry’s aura in Las Vegas was like bringing a candle to a bonfire. The city didn’t need her help. It was already running at maximum.

But it appreciated the contribution.

“Fine,” I said. “One hotel night. Then we fly.”

Cherry’s squeal was audible for three blocks. Two street performers and an Elvis impersonator turned to look. The Elvis adjusted his cape, looked Cherry up and down, and gave her a thumbs-up loaded with professional respect. A group of bachelorette party women in matching pink sashes pointed at Cherry and shouted “SISTER!” because Las Vegas created kinship through color coordination.



The hotel was on the Strip. Not the fanciest — Mia had booked it (“I need a room with adequate lighting for the return-trip recap content”), but it was a REAL hotel. Clean sheets. Room service. A bathroom with hot water and ACTUAL TOWELS. A pool that was probably closed but that Cherry was already plotting to infiltrate.

Kira stood in the room. She looked at the bed. At the clean white sheets. At the bathroom with its full-size tub. At the window overlooking the Strip’s light show.

She sat on the bed. Touched the sheets. Clean. Soft. White.

“Half a year,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“I slept on concrete. Gas station floors. Overpasses.” She lay back. Stared at the ceiling. The Las Vegas glow filtered through the curtains, casting patterns across the white comforter. “This is good.”

“It’s a three-star hotel.”

“It’s good.”

Kevin jumped on the bed. Lay beside her. She put her hand on his head. The golden fur under her fingers — warm, soft, alive. The warm comfort of a creature who’d chosen her and wouldn’t reconsider.

“We fly home tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“Home.” She tested the word. It was rusty in her mouth — a word she hadn’t used since she’d landed, hadn’t had REASON to use, because home required belonging and belonging required people and people required trust and trust required time.

“Home is Chicago?”

“Home is wherever the family is.”

She didn’t respond. But her tail — which had been resting loose on the mattress since she’d entered the room — uncurled from its casual drape and reached toward me. Not wrapping. Just reaching.

“Okay,” she said.

Kevin’s nose nudged her ankle.


Chapter 14: What Happens in Vegas

Mia ordered room service. Six days of gas station burritos had built a hunger that only hotel dining could answer.

“EVERYTHING,” she told the phone. “Steak. Pasta. The lobster. Dessert. A cheese plate. Three types of bread. Do you have those little chocolate things shaped like — yes, THOSE. Send all of them.”

The room service operator, who was accustomed to Las Vegas excess but not to the specific fervor of someone who’d spent six days filming in gas station parking lots, confirmed the order with professional composure.

Cherry ordered pink champagne. The hotel had it because Las Vegas had everything, including champagne in colors that nature hadn’t intended. Cherry held the bottle up to the window, examining the way the Strip’s neon filtered through the pink liquid.

“Jake. The champagne is the same color as my hair.”

“I noticed.”

“That means it’s GOOD champagne.”

“That’s not how champagne works.”

“It’s how CHERRY champagne works.” She took a sip. Her eyes widened. “JAKE. It tastes like FANCY bubbles. Red Bull bubbles are angry. These bubbles are ELEGANT.”

“You’re assigning personality traits to carbonation.”

“These bubbles went to COLLEGE, Jake. They have AMBITIONS.” She drank half the glass in one swallow, then hiccupped with a Charm Voice resonance that made the TV turn itself on. The Bellagio fountain display was playing. Cherry watched it with the reverence of a woman who’d found her spiritual home.

Kevin got a steak. He ate it with the methodical dignity of a registered dimensional familiar who had been subjected to gas station kibble for six days and was now receiving appropriate compensation. Each bite was chewed with the unhurried thoroughness of a connoisseur who understood that quality deserved respect. His bow-tie remained straight throughout the meal. His sweater did not get stained. Standards maintained.

Mia sat cross-legged on the second bed, laptop open, eating pasta with one hand and editing footage with the other. The road trip content had exceeded her most optimistic projections — the Honesty Bus alone had generated enough engagement to fund the next season of Glow Up Era. She was already mapping the narrative arc for the series: “Finding Your Energy Across America” in five episodes, each one centered on a different state, each one featuring Cherry’s corruption aura repackaged as “ambient wellness energy.”

“The metrics are INSANE,” she said between bites of linguine. “Earl and the Stamps hit 180K. Kevin’s rest stop reviews are trending in three states. And the forearm thing — Jake, people are OBSESSED with your forearms.”

“I’m going to need you to stop talking about my forearms.”

“I can’t. They’re the most viewed content I’ve ever produced. Your driving forearms have more followers than my face.”

“That’s concerning.”

“That’s BRAND, Jake.”

Kira ate until she was genuinely full. Slowly, tasting things. She tried the lobster and chewed with an expression of concentrated focus, like a scientist conducting a field study. She went back for seconds of the pasta because she liked it, not because she needed the calories. She sampled every bread type, rating them silently on whatever internal scale she maintained. She tried the cheese plate and spent three minutes examining a piece of brie with the same intensity she brought to cataloguing sex toys.

Then she sat back in the hotel chair and made a sound of satisfaction that was louder than anything she’d produced outside of sex — a deep, contented exhale that came from the place where hunger met abundance and found peace.

Cherry and Mia both looked at her.

“What?” she said.

“You look happy,” Cherry said.

“I’m not—” She stopped. Considered the word. Ran it through her internal classification protocols — the internal systems that had been classifying every emotional state since Nevada according to whether it was useful, dangerous, or irrelevant. Happy didn’t fit any category she’d built. It sat outside the taxonomy entirely.

“I’m full,” she said.

“Same thing,” Cherry said.

Kira didn’t argue. She reached for the chocolate truffles instead. Ate two. Closed her eyes while the second one melted on her tongue.

Kevin padded over from his steak plate and put his head in her lap. She scratched behind his ears without opening her eyes. The automatic gesture — the connection that required no translation, no vulnerability, no words.



Mia read the room.

She was good at this — the content-creator instinct that was also a genuine emotional intelligence, the ability to sense when her presence was the right ingredient and when it was the one that needed to be removed from the recipe. She could feel the shift in the air — not like Lyra’s supernatural read, but through the ordinary human skill of paying attention to the people she loved.

“I’m going to the casino,” she said. She was already standing, already reaching for Kevin’s leash, already performing the well-rehearsed Mia choreography of exit-with-plausible-deniability. “With Kevin. Don’t—” She pointed at Cherry. Then at Kira. Then at me. “—be loud.”

“Mia—”

“LOUD, Jake. I said don’t be LOUD.” She clipped Kevin’s leash. Kevin accepted the casino assignment with visible resignation. He’d been through enough of these to know the drill. His expression communicated that he had witnessed approximately seven hundred intimate encounters during his tenure as a dimensional familiar and would prefer to inspect the casino’s carpeting.

“Come on, Kevin. Let’s go lose money.”

Kevin accompanied Mia out the door with the measured pace of a familiar going off-duty. The door clicked shut.

The room was quiet. The Las Vegas glow through the curtains cast pink and gold across the king-size bed. The champagne was half-finished. Cherry’s corruption aura hummed at the ambient level of a Glamour Class who was warm and fed and anticipating — a subtle warmth in the air that made colors seem richer and inhibitions seem like suggestions rather than rules.

Cherry set down her glass. Careful. Final. She’d made a decision.

“Kira.” Her pink eyes were sparkling — not the manic sparkle of Cherry at full volume but something warmer. Slower. The quieter Cherry brightness that came from intention rather than impulse. “I want to try your toys.”

Kira looked at her. Then at me. Then at the bag of road trip toy acquisitions sitting on the dresser beside Mia’s abandoned ring light. The collection they’d assembled across three states and four adult shops — Ogallala, Wendover, and two stops in between that Cherry had declared “research facilities.”

“Which ones?” she asked.

Cherry’s grin could have powered the entire Strip.



The group scene started with education. The dynamic they’d built across five states of highway — Kira as professor, Cherry as enthusiastic student — translated to the hotel bed with the natural ease of a partnership that had been forged through shared expertise rather than shared intimacy.

Kira selected a vibrator from the collection — the curved model she’d guided Cherry toward in the Wendover shop, the one with the dual-stimulation design that Cherry had been staring at through its packaging for two days. She held it up. Turned it on. The low hum filled the hotel room.

“Lie back,” Kira told Cherry. Clinical. Precise. The calm authority of a woman who knew these devices the way Morgana knew archive texts — not just their function but their philosophy, their engineering, the particular way each one translated mechanical energy into pleasure.

Cherry lay back on the hotel bed. Pink hair fanned across the white pillows. Her crop top had ridden up, revealing the flat expanse of her tiny waist and the heavy underside of her impossible tits. Her pink eyes were wide, tracking the vibrator in Kira’s hand with the focused absorption of a doctoral student about to receive her first lab demonstration.

Kira placed the curved head against Cherry’s inner thigh. Not on her — NEAR her. Building the anticipation. Teaching the approach.

“You don’t go straight for the target,” Kira said. “You build. Here first.” The vibrator traced Cherry’s thigh. “Then here.” Higher. Closer. “Then—”

Cherry grabbed Kira’s hand and pressed the vibrator directly against her pussy.

“OH!” Her eyes went enormous. Her back arched off the bed. “OH THAT’S — WHY DID NOBODY TELL ME ABOUT — JAKE! WHY DIDN’T YOU—”

“Cherry. Volume.”

“BUT IT’S ON MY—” Her Charm Voice slipped into the exclamation — “MORE” — and the vibrator’s motor surged in response, the electronics apparently susceptible to supernatural vocal influence. The buzzing intensified. The nightstand rattled. Cherry’s seal flickered pink on her décolletage.

“Charm Voice works on electronics,” Kira observed. Deadpan. Making mental notes. “That’s new.”

“Since WHEN?” I asked.

Cherry was too busy to answer. The vibrator was answering for her.

“IT DOES?!” Cherry grabbed the vibrator from Kira’s hand. Charm Voiced “FASTER” directly at the device. The motor hit a frequency that made the lamp vibrate off the nightstand. It crashed to the floor. Nobody cared.

“JAKE! This is the best INVENTION in human HISTORY and you’ve been HOLDING OUT on me!”

“I haven’t been—”

“You HAVE! Since I MET you! You’ve had a COCK and an INCUBUS thing and you never ONCE mentioned that humans also invented ELECTRIC PLEASURE!”

Kira caught my eye. She looked like she was biting the inside of her cheek to keep something in. Not quite a smile. Not yet.

The choreography evolved naturally from education to participation. Kira controlled the toys. I controlled the women. The dynamic was specific — Kira positioned Cherry, selected the device, set the speed with the expertise of months of dedicated research. I provided the energy and the physical center that bound the scene together.

Cherry on her back. Legs spread. Kira kneeling beside her, pressing the vibrator against Cherry’s clit with calibrated precision — not just ON the clit but angled the way she’d described in the Wendover shop, the curved head catching the cluster of nerve endings that the straight designs missed entirely. Her other hand steadied Cherry’s hip — a clinical touch, steady, grounding the chaos agent while the device did its work.

I entered Cherry from above. Slowly. My cock pushed into her wet, clenching heat while Kira held the vibrator steady against Cherry’s swollen clit — the combined stimulation hitting her from inside and outside simultaneously. Cherry’s eyes rolled back the moment I bottomed out. The dual input — my cock stretching her open, filling her completely, the vibrator buzzing against the exposed nub of her clit where Kira held it with clinical precision — overwhelmed Cherry’s Glamour Class circuits in approximately ninety seconds.

I started thrusting. Cherry’s massive tits bounced with each stroke — the gravity-defying, physics-negotiating motion that was pure Cherry, the heavy flesh rising and falling with each impact, her stiff nipples tracing circles in the air. I gripped her tiny waist, my hands nearly spanning it, and pulled her onto each thrust — the wet slap of my hips against hers filling the hotel room. Kira adjusted the vibrator angle without being asked — reading Cherry’s body like she read maps, following the signals to the destination, pressing harder when Cherry’s moans climbed and easing when her body tensed toward the edge too fast.

Her Mass Illusion activated involuntarily. Pink light flooded the hotel room. An illusory Cherry appeared by the window — fully dressed in a ball gown that Cherry had apparently been imagining, giving the Las Vegas Strip a cheerful thumbs-up. A second illusion materialized on the bed beside the original — this one wearing the hotel bathrobe and reading an invisible magazine with the casual disinterest of someone who’d wandered into the wrong dimension.

“SORRY!” Cherry gasped. “I can’t CONTROL — when I’m — AHHH—”

I thrust deeper, gripping her hips, pulling her onto me until she was taking every inch, her pussy clenching around me with the desperate, rhythmic contractions of a Glamour Class approaching meltdown. Kira pressed the vibrator harder, found the exact spot, held it.

Cherry came screaming. Not Cherry-whisper screaming, not motel-appropriate screaming — FULL CHERRY, the volume that made neighbors consider calling emergency services and that I’d been hearing since the day she arrived. The windows rattled. Her seal blazed pink on her décolletage — the light so bright the illusions flickered and multiplied. One disappeared. One started doing jumping jacks. The one by the window saluted the Strip with both hands and dissolved into pink sparkles.

Her pussy clamped around me so tight I had to brace against the mattress. Her wings flickered under her crop top — vestigial but still responsive, fluttering against the fabric. Her tail wrapped around my thigh and SQUEEZED, the spaded tip digging into the muscle.

Three rooms away, a couple who’d been arguing about the dinner bill stopped. Looked at each other. The corruption aura bled through the hotel walls with the persistence of a force of nature that had never learned the concept of insulation.

“We should try that,” the wife said.



Then me and Kira.

Cherry recovered on the bed — boneless, glowing faintly pink, her illusions dissipated. But she wasn’t sleeping. She was WATCHING. Not with voyeuristic distance. Fascinated. Those pink irises tracked every movement with the rapt attention she usually reserved for roadside attractions and vending machines — a new field of study had opened, and Cherry intended to absorb every lecture.

Kira positioned herself on the bed — on her back, legs spread. Toys arranged beside her — the familiar collection she’d carried across five states, laid out with ritual precision — months of solitude had turned self-pleasure into an art form, and every artist has their setup. Plug in place — the memory stone’s warm glow pulsing faintly from between her thighs. The assembled fragments hummed with the warmth of a completed message.

This was intentional. She was TEACHING Cherry how this worked. The same dynamic they’d developed in the adult shops: Kira as professor, Cherry as student, the subject being the intersection of technology and incubus energy and pleasure.

But Kira was also doing something she hadn’t done before.

She lay on her back with her eyes open, gaze locked on mine as I positioned myself between her thighs. Every previous encounter had been positional — from behind, face down, eyes closed. The instincts that protected her from vulnerability. Taking pleasure without showing what it cost her.

Now she let me see her face. Her regrowing horns catching the Vegas neon. Her freckles scattered across cheekbones that the road trip had finally stopped sharpening with hunger. Her tail resting loose on the mattress, the dark brown length swaying with a slow, uncertain rhythm.

“I want you to see me during,” she said. “Not after. During.”

I entered her face-to-face. Missionary — the position that stripped away every shield.

My hand found her hip first. Over the seal. Fingers spread across the Wayfinder map pattern, channeling essence directly into the dimensional lines etched in her skin. No toys. Not yet. Just my body and my energy and the raw connection between anchor and seal-bearer. I wanted her to feel ME before I gave her the devices.

She gasped. The incubus energy without the buffer of vibration was different — more personal, less mechanical, the equivalent of being touched by bare hands instead of through gloves. Her eyes widened at the intensity.

Then my other hand found the wand. Turned it on. Pressed it against her clit — the steady, buzzing presence she’d come to associate with her own pleasure, layered on top of the energy already flowing through her seal.

Eye contact. She held it. My chest tightened — something raw and unguarded in her gaze that made my breath catch harder than the physical sensation of being inside her.

Through the first wave that made her jaw clench — her teeth pressing together, the tendons in her neck standing out, but her eyes staying on mine. Through the second wave that made her hands grip the sheets — fists tight enough to crumple the fabric, knuckles bone-pale, but her gaze steady. Through the third wave that made her horns flush dark bronze and her tail wrap around my calf and her breathing go ragged.

She didn’t look away. Months of hiding and she chose to be seen.

I rolled my hips. Deep. Steady. The wand buzzing against her clit in counterpoint to my thrusts. The plug vibrating inside her in resonance with my incubus energy — three points of stimulation harmonizing through the resonance I’d learned to produce for her, each one amplifying the others until her entire body was a single sustained note.

The celebratory energy of MISSION COMPLETE added its own intensity. Five fragments collected. The message assembled. The road trip behind us. The choice — to stay, to belong, to stop walking — crystallizing in the act of letting someone see your face while you fell apart.

“Harder,” she whispered. The word barely audible. But her eyes said everything her voice didn’t — that this was trust, that this was choosing, that she wanted to feel what she’d been denying herself.

“Look at me when you say that.”

Her eyes steadied. Held mine. “Harder. I want to feel you when this is over. I want to remember what staying feels like.”

I gave her harder. Drove deeper. The wand on maximum, my hand pressing her seal so that incubus energy flooded directly into the Wayfinder pattern. Her body arched — spine curving, shoulders pressing into the mattress, every lean muscle in her body going rigid as the orgasm built toward critical mass.

She came with her seal blazing gold across the hotel room. The Wayfinder pattern lit up the wall behind her — golden lines projected through her skin like a map being drawn in real time, routes and paths and converging directions spreading across the hotel wall in dimensional light. The geography of everywhere she’d been, every highway she’d walked, every desert she’d crossed, visible in the exact moment she chose to stop crossing alone.

Cherry stared at the pattern from the pillows. “It’s BEAUTIFUL! It looks like ROADS!”

It did. Kira’s seal was a map. Routes and paths converging on a center point that was HERE — this room, this bed, this moment. The Wayfinder’s entire nature expressed in golden light.

Kira’s tail crushed my calf first — the leading edge of her orgasm, the part of her body that spoke before her voice could. Then her hand found my forearm and gripped hard enough to leave marks, those calloused, continent-crossing fingers digging in like she’d grip a fence in a storm. Her body clenched around me in waves, tightening and releasing, and her eyes — steady, open, choosing to be seen — stayed on mine through every second of it.

She didn’t look away. Not once.

I drove deep one final time and came inside her. My cock pulsed hard, pumping thick ropes of cum into her clenching pussy while the wand held her seal-blazing orgasm at its peak. I could feel every contraction — her walls gripping me, milking me, drawing my release deeper. The cum overflowed around my shaft, mixing with her arousal, the wet heat of our combined fluids soaking the sheets beneath her.

Cherry pressed herself against my back — not for her own pleasure but for CONNECTION. Her massive tits squashed against my shoulder blades. Her arms wrapped around my chest. Her seal on her décolletage glowed pink against my skin. Kira’s seal blazed gold beneath me. My incubus energy linked them through the contact — pink and amber twisting together in the Constellation above the bed, two colors braiding into something neither seal could produce alone.

Nine points. Twelve active positions. The pattern pulsing with its new heartbeat rhythm.



Mia texted at 1 AM: “Won $40 at blackjack, going to bed, DO NOT RESPOND.”

Kevin returned from the casino smelling like carpet cleaner and success. He surveyed the hotel bed with an inspection protocol that involved sniffing each corner, walking a perimeter, and claiming the foot of the mattress with administrative finality. His bow-tie was slightly askew. His sweater had acquired a mysterious stain that may have been cocktail sauce. His expression communicated that he had no notes on the evening except that the casino’s carpet met minimum standards and the blackjack dealer had given him a complimentary belly rub that he was choosing not to report through official channels.

Three people and one dog on a king-size hotel bed. Cherry was asleep in seconds — out like a switch had been flipped, pink hair everywhere, one wing-flutter of unconscious Glamour Class energy making the overhead light pulse once before settling. Her tail was wrapped around Kira’s ankle. Kira didn’t remove it.

Kira lay awake. Her tail was free. Her horns were growing — the growing nubs catching the faint glow of the Las Vegas night through the curtains. She was fed. Clean. Warm. Not alone. For the first time since she’d woken up in Nevada dirt, she was lying in a bed she didn’t need to escape from.

“I’m staying,” she said.

“In Vegas?”

“In Chicago. With…” She gestured at the sleeping Cherry. At Kevin on the foot of the bed, his paws twitching in a dream that probably involved jackrabbits and rest stops with adequate facilities. At the Constellation pulsing warm and steady in the air above them, nine points of light visible if you knew how to look. At me.

“This,” she finished.

“Good.”

“I’ll need a room.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“And an outlet for my devices.”

“…Noted.”

Her tail curled around my wrist. Possessive. Permanent. A decision made and settled.

“Okay,” she said. And closed her eyes.

[System] Ping: [Kira — Bond +150 → 750 (Bonded)] [Constellation: 9/? connected (12 active positions). Recognition threshold: ACHIEVED.] [Cherry — Bond +25 → 975 (Bonded)] [Ambient: ELEVATED during group activation — Las Vegas. No Stability Division sensors in range.]



Morning. Checkout. The flight was in four hours.

I called Morgana from the hotel lobby while Cherry investigated the breakfast buffet (a development that would end in the hotel implementing new serving-size guidelines) and Mia walked Kevin through the valet area (Kevin sniffed five cars, rejecting three on vibes alone).

Kira sat on a lobby couch with her duffel, eating a croissant she’d taken from the breakfast spread. She was watching the other hotel guests move through the lobby — the businesspeople, the tourists, the couples checking out with matching hangovers and matching grins. She watched them like she watched everything: with distance, with quiet attention, with the Wayfinder’s instinctive reading of paths and trajectories.

But something was different now. She wasn’t scanning for exits. She was watching people. Just watching them. Being in a space and not needing to escape it.

I told Morgana everything on the phone. The complete message. The fragments. Kira’s seal connecting. The recognition threshold.

“The Constellation recognized itself when Kira’s seal connected,” Morgana said. “And nothing happened.”

“Nothing we could see.”

“That’s what concerns me.” Her voice was tight — two centuries of scholarship being stress-tested by reality. “The Realm-7C event. The last time a Constellation recognized itself — the monitoring station went offline seventeen days later. Everything within twelve miles was absent.”

“Absent.”

“Gone. No trace. We’ve been over this — Thessa’s evidence, Kith’s data. Two independent sources. Same phenomenon.” She paused. Weighing something. “We’re at recognition. The clock may be ticking on something we can’t measure.”

“What do we do?”

“We go to the tribunal. We present the evidence. The memory stone’s message eliminates three of four existing theories. ‘Not a bridge. Not a key. Not a cage.’ That leaves only ‘the Remembering.’ Whatever that is.”

“And if the tribunal can’t figure it out either?”

“Then we have a Constellation that has recognized itself, a recording from an unknown entity apologizing for a process nobody understands, and a ticking clock set by a previous civilization that vanished.” A beat. Then her voice shifted, the scholarly tension softening into something warmer. “Lyra misses you. Raven is pretending she doesn’t. Priya has written forty pages of analysis.” A pause. “Come home.”

“We’re coming home,” I said.

Kira appeared beside me. Duffel over her shoulder. Kevin beside her — he’d abandoned Mia’s car-sniffing tour the moment Kira stood, returning to his primary assignment immediately. Briefly off-post. Lapse corrected.

Cherry trailed behind with a plate of breakfast items she’d assembled from the buffet with the enthusiasm of a Glamour Class who’d discovered that hotels would just LET YOU take food. The plate contained: seven pastries, four pieces of fruit, two hard-boiled eggs, and a pancake she’d somehow turned pink with nothing but willpower and corruption aura.

“Ready?” I asked.

Kira looked at the hotel. At the Strip in the morning light — less magical than the night version, more honest, the neon sleeping while the sun did its shift. At Cherry, who was explaining to a bellhop that the pancakes were “missing something” (she meant pink food coloring).

“Ready,” she said.

Her tail swayed behind her — loose, unhidden, catching the morning light as she walked toward the car.


Chapter 15: Coming Home

Cherry discovered airplanes at Gate B7 of Harry Reid International Airport.

The discovery process followed the standard Cherry protocol: initial confusion, rapid investigation, enthusiastic adoption, and a series of questions that made nearby travelers reconsider their understanding of the world.

“Jake. We’re going INSIDE a metal bird?”

“It’s a plane.”

“A PLANE? Like a FLAT thing? But it’s not flat. It’s ROUND. And LONG. And it has WINGS.” She pressed her face against the terminal window. The 737 sat at the gate, wings gleaming in the morning sun. “How does it FLY if it doesn’t flap?”

“Engines. Thrust. Aerodynamics.”

“Aero-WHAT?”

“Physics.”

“I don’t trust physics. Physics is the thing that says I shouldn’t be able to walk in these heels and yet HERE I AM.”

She was not wrong. Cherry’s relationship with physics had always been adversarial, and physics had learned to pick its battles.

The boarding process was a masterclass in corruption aura management. Cherry walked through the jet bridge with the vibrating enthusiasm of a Glamour Class about to experience her first flight, and her passive aura settled over the aircraft like a warm fog the moment she crossed the threshold.

Results: the flight attendant at the door spontaneously complimented three passengers on their shoes. The couple in Row 4 held hands during the safety briefing — they’d been married for twenty years and hadn’t held hands since year six. A businessman in 14C began drafting a letter to someone (he’d explain later, to nobody in particular, that it was “long overdue”).

Cherry gripped the armrests during takeoff. Her knuckles went white. Her tail, hidden under her long jacket, wrapped around the armrest support with structural-reinforcement force.

“The GROUND is LEAVING!” she announced at the volume that Cherry considered “normal conversation.”

The ground left. The plane climbed. Las Vegas shrank below them — the Strip becoming a line of light, then a dot, then nothing. The desert spread beneath the wings, red and gold and vast, and Cherry watched it with wide pink eyes that reflected every color.

“We’re in the SKY,” she whispered. For Cherry, this was whisper-volume. For the adjacent rows, it was regular speaking volume. “Jake. We’re ABOVE the CLOUDS.”

Kira watched America slide beneath them from the window seat. Every place she’d slept alone, every stretch of highway she’d walked, every truck stop and rest area and dumpster and overpass — all of it visible from 35,000 feet as a patchwork of geography that she’d crossed on foot.

Her hand found Kevin’s carrier on the floor. She pressed her fingers through the mesh. Kevin licked them.

“Good boy,” she said.

First time she’d said it directly. Not to me. Not about Kevin. TO him. A direct address — the verbal acknowledgment that he was hers and she was his and the paperwork was filed in the jurisdiction where golden retrievers registered their claims.

Inside the carrier, Kevin’s whole body wiggled. Approved. Documented.

Mia was already editing road trip content. “The numbers are INSANE,” she told me, showing her phone. “The Honesty Bus is at 400K. Kevin’s rest stop reviews have their own hashtag. ‘Earl and the Stamps’ got picked up by a regional news outlet.”

“And?”

“And your forearms are in three thumbnails.”

“My WHAT?”

“Your forearms. When you were driving. Cherry filmed them from the passenger seat and posted the clip. ‘Road Trip Vibes’ — 200K views. The comments are…” She scrolled. “Enthusiastic.” She grinned. “Also, Glow Up Era just crossed 200K followers. The road trip content pushed us over. Cherry’s going to CRY when I tell her.”

“I want to cease existing.”

“Too late. You’re a forearm influencer now.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“It’s a thing with 200K views, Jake.”



Thirty minutes into the flight. Cherry had discovered the airplane bathroom.

She returned to her seat with the expression of a Glamour Class who’d found a room with a lock at 35,000 feet and was turning over the implications at maximum speed.

“Jake.” Her eyes were sparkling — those heart-shaped pupils dilated. “There’s a TINY ROOM. In the SKY.”

“That’s the lavatory.”

“It has a LOCK.”

“Cherry—”

“It’s like a closet. In a CLOUD.”

She grabbed my hand. Pulled me from my seat with the Cherry strength that combined Glamour Class enthusiasm with supernatural grip force. Mia, across the aisle, pulled her sleep mask down over her eyes with practiced speed.

“I see NOTHING,” Mia announced. “I know NOTHING.”

The airplane lavatory was approximately eighteen square feet of human engineering optimized for efficiency and nothing else. It contained: a toilet, a sink the size of a salad bowl, a mirror, and a bin for used towels. The ceiling was low enough that I had to duck. The walls were close enough that my elbows touched both simultaneously.

Cherry and I did not fit in this space.

Specifically: Cherry’s E-cups did not fit in this space. Her breasts pressed against the mirror, against the sink, against me — they occupied approximately 40% of the available volume and seemed to expand with enthusiasm as the situation developed. Physics, which had been warning about this moment, threw up its hands and left the room.

Cherry did not care. She was having sex IN THE SKY. This was the absolute pinnacle of her exhibitionism — not because anyone could see them (the door was locked and the walls were, theoretically, soundproof), but because they were doing it IN A TINY ROOM FLYING THROUGH THE AIR and 180 people were sitting thirty feet away and the entire concept was so absurd that Cherry’s joy circuits were running at maximum capacity.

She tried to be quiet. Cherry had never successfully been quiet in any dimension, in any room, in any position, at any volume setting. Her definition of “quiet” was other people’s definition of “noticeable.”

I pinned her against the mirror. Her tits pressed flat against the glass — the reflection showed the obscene image of those massive breasts deforming against the cold surface, her flushed face between them, eyes squeezed shut. I yanked her skirt up over her ass — no underwear, Cherry default — and found her soaked. She’d been wet since she discovered the lavatory had a lock. My fingers slid between her thighs through slick heat, and then I lined up and pushed into her from behind in the only position the space allowed.

Tight. Wet. The angle compressed by the tiny space, my hands on her hips, the ceiling scraping my back. Her ass pressed back against me as I sank in — those round, pert cheeks fitting against my pelvis in the narrow confines. I thrust into her, shallow strokes forced by the cramped space, each one pushing her tits harder against the mirror. The glass fogged from her breath and the heat of her skin. The reflection showed everything — my hands gripping her tiny waist, her massive breasts bouncing with each thrust even pressed against the surface, the wet sound of my cock sliding in and out of her pussy echoing off the bathroom walls.

Her Charm Voice slipped. She whispered “MORE” — and even whispered, the supernatural vocal resonance vibrated through the fuselage. The lavatory light flickered. The “occupied” sign pulsed. The toilet flushed on its own.

I covered her mouth with my hand. Thrust harder. Faster. Her pussy clenched around me with the frantic rhythm of a woman trying to come before the noise got them caught. She bit my palm. Hard. Her whole body shuddered against the mirror as the orgasm ripped through her — her pussy squeezing my cock in convulsive waves, her seal blazing pink through the crop top she hadn’t bothered removing because there wasn’t room to take clothes off in here. I came inside her with three final thrusts — my cock pulsing deep, filling her while her body milked every pulse with the trained retention muscles she’d perfected since her first Chicago cumwalk.

The corruption aura bled through the cabin during the encounter. Not targeted — just the ambient bleed of a Glamour Class at peak output in a confined metallic tube. The flight attendant offered complimentary champagne to the entire plane and couldn’t explain why the impulse had struck. The businessman in 14C, who had been composing a letter to his mistress, wadded it up and called his wife instead. He confessed everything. She’d already known. She forgave him. Two strangers in Row 22 who had never spoken looked at each other, said “hi,” and held hands for the remaining three hours of the flight.

Cherry returned to her seat glowing. Literally — a faint pink Glamour Class shimmer across her skin that would take twenty minutes to fade. Her smile was the Cherry smile that radiated complete satisfaction with the universe and all its compartments.

Kira, who had sensed the entire encounter through Wayfinder proximity awareness — the subtle dimensional signatures of two people engaged in intimate activity within fifty feet of her — looked at the lavatory sign, then at Cherry, then at the sign again.

“The sky room,” Kira said.

“The SKY ROOM!” Cherry confirmed.

“…Noted.” Kira filed the information with professional interest. She did not write anything down. But she studied the lavatory sign with visible interest — clearly having opinions about enclosed spaces and their potential applications.



O’Hare. Chicago. The terminal was a wall of sound and motion and the familiar quality of Midwestern airport energy that said you are now in a real city, please adjust your volume accordingly.

Cherry was overwhelmed. More humans in one building than she’d encountered since the demon realm — the concentrated mass of travelers and employees and service workers producing a corruption aura environment so target-rich that Cherry’s passive output created a wake of emotional honesty through the entire baggage claim area.

A man proposed to his girlfriend at carousel 3 (Cherry was twenty feet away; the aura tipped the balance). Two couples broke up at carousel 5 (the aura’s honesty function was nondiscriminatory). A TSA agent told his supervisor he’d been faking his performance reviews for three years. His supervisor admitted she’d known.

And at the arrivals gate: Lyra.

She was standing past security, golden hair catching the terminal’s fluorescent light, wearing the outfit she always wore when she was meeting someone she’d missed — a soft dress that showed her natural curves, her tail hidden under a long coat, her blue eyes scanning the crowd with the focus of a Soulbound partner who didn’t need to search because she’d been feeling me approach for the last thirty minutes through the bond.

She ran.

Through the crowd. Past the families and the drivers and the business travelers. Arms open. The Soulbound bond blazing so bright I felt her from fifty feet away — a wave of love and relief and HOME that hit me like physical contact before physical contact was even possible.

She collided with me at full speed. Arms. Legs. Tail, hidden under the coat but wrapping around my waist with the possessive grip that Lyra deployed when separation had lasted too long and she needed to confirm, through touch, that the Soulbound architecture was still grounded in a real, physical person.

Her forehead pressed against mine. Through the bond: everything. The week of distance. The nights of long-distance connection — feeling me climax 1,200 miles away, channeling the echoes into the household’s emotional health. The love. The relief. The settled certainty that home was wherever I was.

“You’re back,” she said.

“I’m back.”

“You broke a nightstand, a bed, and a car.”

“That is… technically accurate.”

“I felt ALL of it.” She leaned back. Blue eyes bright, luminous with the shimmer that meant her Empathic abilities were wide open. “The beds were fun. The car was terrifying.”

She looked past me. At Kira, standing behind me with her duffel over her shoulder, Kevin beside her and her growing horns catching the terminal light.

“You’re the one who walked,” Lyra said.

Kira: “Yeah.”

Lyra extended her hand. Not for a handshake — palm up. An offer. I felt what Lyra was doing — the bond hummed as she opened it slightly. Letting Kira sense the emotional architecture of the household. The warmth. The safety. The quality of belonging that the Soulbound bond generated and that Lyra, as its primary architect, could share with others.

Kira stared at Lyra’s hand. At the open palm. At the offered warmth.

She took it.

The Constellation PULSED. Nine points. Twelve active positions. Kira’s seal connecting more firmly to the network through the physical contact with the Soulbound anchor.

Kira dropped Lyra’s hand. “Your bond. It’s loud.”

“It is.” Lyra smiled. “You’ll get used to it.”



The apartment. Ten people. One dog. Two bedrooms. Mrs. Peterson’s cookies on the counter — fresh, macadamia, the Constellation-enhanced batch that had transcended the concept of baked goods. Mr. Okonkwo had sent a bottle with a note: “For the travelers. Tell the new one I have extra towels.” Nia’s fern had reached the ceiling and was growing sideways. Cherry’s pink food coloring was everywhere.

Home.

Raven emerged from her shadow-corner. She didn’t speak. She walked up to me. Looked at me with violet eyes that contained everything she’d felt for seven days — the missing, the monitoring, the shadow-stalking of Stability Division agents while simultaneously worrying about a road trip she wasn’t on.

Then she punched my shoulder. Hard.

“Ow.”

“You rolled a car.”

“A deer—”

“You rolled a CAR. With CHERRY inside.”

“And Kira and Mia and Kevin—”

“I don’t care about the others. I care about—” She stopped. Crossed her arms. Her tail lashed. “I care about everyone, obviously. Shut up.”

She looked at Kira. Kira looked back. Two predators sizing each other up — both hardened, both sharp-edged, both carrying the kind of hard-won knowledge that came from losing everything and rebuilding from nothing.

“You walked 1,800 miles,” Raven said.

“Yes.”

“Alone.”

“Yes.”

“…Respect.” She turned and disappeared into her shadow-corner. From inside: “There’s ice cream in the freezer if you want it. MINE is labeled. Touch mine and I’ll shadow-step you into Lake Michigan.”

“Noted,” Kira said.



Night. The master bedroom. Lyra and me. The Soulbound reunion after a week apart.

The apartment had settled into its nocturnal rhythms — Cherry’s Charm Voice murmuring in dreams, Morgana’s pen scratching in the study, Nia’s fern growing audibly. Through the walls, the sounds of ten people breathing in two bedrooms, on couches, on mats, in shadow-corners. The familiar chorus of a household that had survived another week apart and pulled itself back together.

Lyra was waiting for me. She’d changed into one of my old t-shirts — her standard sleeping uniform, the cotton falling to mid-thigh on her smaller frame. Her golden hair was loose, tumbling past her shoulders. Her tail swished with the slow rhythm that meant she’d been holding herself back and was done holding.

She’d been FEELING me for seven days. Every climax. Every intimate moment with Kira and Cherry. The echoes traveling the bond like signals through a wire — not the full experience but the resonance, the emotional frequency of pleasure, which she’d been channeling into the household’s emotional health. Using them like a tuning fork. Absorbing the echoes and redirecting the energy — Cherry’s screams becoming warmth for Sera’s recovery, Kira’s silent orgasms becoming stability for Nia’s meditation, the ambient pleasure-frequency maintaining the household’s emotional baseline while Jake was a thousand miles away.

She’d been doing this for seven days. Processing. Channeling. Holding.

Now the source was back. And the reservoir demanded release.

“I felt everything,” she said. Her blue eyes were luminous — not just the Empathic shimmer but something deeper, something that came from a week of secondhand pleasure building in a body that hadn’t been touched directly since I’d left.

She pushed me onto the bed. Straddled me. Golden blonde hair falling around us like a curtain, creating a private world of honeysuckle and vanilla and the warmth that was Lyra. Her perky C-cups pressed against my chest through the thin cotton. Her tail found my wrist immediately — the possessive curl that was as automatic as breathing.

“Every time,” she said. “With both of them.”

She rolled her hips. Ground down against me through the thin barriers of fabric between us. The Soulbound bond at full proximity after distance was INTENSE — a dam breaking. Every sensation doubled by the feedback loop, every echo she’d absorbed from 1,200 miles away now compounding with direct contact. The bond didn’t just transmit pleasure — it AMPLIFIED it, and a week of stored resonance was amplifying everything exponentially.

Her hands pulled at my clothes. Mine pulled at hers. The t-shirt went over her head, revealing her bare breasts — perky, proportional, the natural curves that fit perfectly in my hands. Her nipples were already hard. She’d been aroused for hours, the Soulbound bond transmitting her anticipation the moment my plane touched Chicago ground.

“I’ve been holding this for SEVEN DAYS,” she gasped. Her hips rolled against mine, the wet heat of her soaking through her underwear. “Every time Kira came, I felt the echo in my belly. Every time Cherry screamed, I felt the vibration in my—”

I pulled her down. She sank onto me in one smooth, desperate drop — my cock sliding into her soaked pussy with zero resistance, the wet heat of her enveloping me completely as she took me to the hilt. The moan that left her mouth traveled the Soulbound bond in both directions simultaneously — I felt her pleasure as she felt mine feeling her pleasure, the infinite loop initiating the instant I was buried inside her.

She squirted. Immediately. On CONTACT. The accumulated week of bond-echoed pleasure releasing in a powerful gush that soaked the sheets before we’d been together for thirty seconds. The flood pulsed around my cock — warm, forceful, her pussy contracting with each jet. Her eyes went wide. Her mouth opened. Her back arched.

“OH—” She gripped my shoulders. Came again. A second gush, warm and forceful, soaking my thighs and pooling on the mattress beneath us. The squirting she’d discovered their first week together, the thing that had embarrassed her until it became her signature — now it was a RELEASE VALVE. Seven days of stored pleasure pouring out of her with a force that made her whole body shudder.

“I held it,” she panted. “Seven DAYS of feeling you from a thousand miles away and I held ALL of it and now I can’t—”

She rode me. Desperate. The gentle Lyra, the sweet one, the emotional anchor — she was none of those right now. She was a Soulbound partner whose bond had been stretched across a continent and was now contracting to its resting length, and every mile of separation was releasing its stored tension as sensation.

I gripped her hips. Pulled her down. Hard. She cried out — the sound bright and sharp, the Empathic Class vocalization that carried emotion in its frequency. I felt what she felt: the fullness, the stretching, the relief of having me INSIDE her after a week of phantom echoes that teased but never satisfied.

Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic waves. Not the gentle contractions of their usual lovemaking — these were URGENT. Milking. Her body demanding what the bond had been promising for seven days.

She came a third time. Then a fourth, so close to the third that it was almost the same orgasm — a rolling cascade that the bond conducted like electricity through copper. Each one soaked the sheets further. Each one hit me through the shared architecture as an echo that pushed me closer to my own edge.

I couldn’t wait any longer. I flipped her — hands on her waist, rolling her beneath me. She gasped. Her golden hair spread across the soaked sheets. Her blue eyes found mine through the haze of four orgasms, and the Soulbound bond blazed between us so bright I could almost see the golden thread connecting our chests.

I drove into her. Deep. The angle that I knew from a thousand nights made her tighten around me. Her legs wrapped around my waist. Her tail wrapped around my thigh. Her hands found my back, nails digging in — confirming through touch that I was real, not an echo, not a phantom sensation across 1,200 miles.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. “Don’t ever—”

I came inside her. Deep. The orgasm hit like a wave breaking — my cock pulsing hard, pumping cum into her in thick, urgent spurts while the Soulbound bond transmitted it BOTH directions simultaneously. She felt me coming — felt each pulse of my cock, each spurt of cum flooding her. I felt her feeling me coming — the warm fullness spreading inside her, the satisfaction of being filled after a week of phantom echoes. She came again from the sensation of my orgasm traveling through her nervous system — her pussy clamping around me, milking every drop — and I felt THAT one too, and she felt me feeling it, and the loop ran three cycles before it finally dampened enough for either of us to breathe.

She squirted one final time with the last cycle — a long, shuddering gush that soaked the already-ruined sheets beneath us, her whole body trembling, every muscle spent, leaving her boneless and gasping and wrapped around me with every limb she had. Her tail was a vice on my thigh. Her arms locked around my neck. Her forehead pressed against mine, and through the bond: everything. The relief. The love. The HOME of it.

“Welcome home,” she whispered.

“Best welcome I’ve ever had.”

“Good.” She curled against me. Tail around my wrist. The Lyra grip — possessive, gentle, permanent. Her body still trembling with aftershocks, each one arriving in my chest as a warm ripple through the bond. “Don’t leave for that long again.”

“Deal.”

She was asleep in minutes. Curled against me, tail locked around my wrist, the Soulbound bond humming at its resting frequency. The sheets were destroyed. Completely, comprehensively destroyed.

Worth it.



Later. Fire escape. Their spot.

Raven was waiting. She leaned against the railing in the December Chicago air, shadows curling around her feet like cats who’d missed their owner. Her violet eyes caught the streetlight. The goth aesthetic was impeccable — choker tight around her pale throat, combat fishnets beneath a short black skirt that showcased her thick thighs and the curve of her ass. Her jet-black hair, asymmetrical cut sharp as ever, caught the wind. Pure Raven — the wardrobe that declared I am darkness and I have feelings about it — perfectly maintained despite a week of solo Stability Division surveillance, perimeter monitoring, and the emotional labor of pretending she didn’t miss me.

“You owe me,” she said. Her tail lashed once against the railing. “Seven days. No fire escape.”

“I know.”

“Seven days of shadow-stalking Kith and Lane by myself while you were driving across the country breaking beds and crashing cars and feeding the new one.” Her violet eyes narrowed. “Do you know what I did for seven NIGHTS on this fire escape?”

“Monitored the perimeter?”

“I sat here and IMAGINED you, Jake. Every night. By myself. On OUR spot.” She uncrossed her arms. Stepped closer. The shadows surged around us — not a cloak yet, not the full Darkness Cloak, but a promise of it. Privacy forming. “That’s SEVEN nights of imagining that I want BACK.”

She kissed me. Hard. Possessive. Jasmine and smoke on her lips. Her tongue pushed into my mouth with the aggressive certainty of a claim being restaked. She kissed the way she loved — with both hands and teeth.

Her Darkness Cloak deployed. The city disappeared. The fire escape became a pocket of absolute darkness — warm despite the December air, the shadows blocking wind and cold and light and everything except the two of us. Inside Raven’s darkness, the world was just touch and sound and the smell of night-blooming jasmine.

She didn’t turn around. She didn’t lean against the railing. She sat on it, facing me, and pulled me closer by my shirt.

Different. She wasn’t turning around. Wasn’t offering the railing, the from-behind claim she’d staked the night before I left. Face-to-face. Raven, who hid behind positions the way she hid behind snark, was looking at me.

“I missed you,” she said. Quiet. Barely audible over the wind. “Don’t make me say it again.”

Her Darkness Cloak wrapped us — the December air vanishing, replaced by the warm dark cocoon that was Raven’s truest territory. But inside the dark, she was softer than I’d expected. Her kisses were slower. Her hands on my face instead of fisted in my shirt.

She pulled me between her thighs on the railing. Her thick legs wrapped around my waist. The combat fishnets parted where they always parted — the strategic compromises she maintained for moments exactly like this. But the angle was new. Face-to-face on the fire escape, her ass balanced on the cold metal railing, the height putting us eye-to-eye.

Her violet eyes in the dark. Not the challenge-and-invitation look she’d given me before departure. Something rawer. Seven nights of sleeping alone in a shadow-closet without the fire escape ritual she’d come to need the way other people need morning coffee.

“I sat here every night,” she said against my mouth. “On this railing. Thinking about you. Hating you for going. Knowing you had to.”

I pressed against her. She was slick — dripping through the torn fishnets, the wet heat of a succubus who’d been running on imagination for a week. I lined up against her pussy instead of her ass. She noticed. Didn’t correct me.

“Not my usual,” she whispered. “Not tonight.”

She pulled me closer. Wrapped her legs tighter. This wasn’t about her kink lane — this was about a week of sleeping alone and needing to see his face while she put herself back together.

I pushed inside her. She gasped — the low, guttural Raven-sound that she kept private. Her pussy gripped me with desperate heat, wetter and tighter than I remembered from a week ago, her body clenching around me with the urgency of seven days of waiting. Her thick thighs locked around my waist, pulling me deeper, and the railing groaned under our combined weight.

I gripped her thick hips. Pulled her onto each thrust. The angle was new — deeper from this position, the curve of my cock hitting places that her preferred act didn’t reach. She made a sound she’d never made before — higher, surprised, almost a laugh that dissolved into a moan. Her hands found my hair. Gripped it. Pulled my forehead against hers.

“Don’t close your eyes,” she said. “I want to see you.”

Raven. Who lived in shadows. Who’d built a Darkness Cloak that swallowed cities. Who turned away during intimacy because showing her face meant showing what she felt. She was asking me to look at her while she fell apart.

I held her gaze. Thrust harder. Her thick ass bounced against the railing with each stroke — the generous curves that defined her, jiggling with each impact, her plush thighs gripping me tighter. Her shadows swirled around us in the cocoon — not the explosion of earlier fire escape encounters but a slow pulse, breathing with her, responding to the unfamiliar vulnerability of face-to-face intimacy.

She came with her eyes open. Not with my name whispered — with a sound that had no words. Her violet eyes went wide, then wet. Not crying — too proud for that. But the sheen of someone who’d kept herself together for seven nights and was letting the tension unravel at last. Her pussy clamped around me in rolling waves — not the tight, controlled contractions of before but something looser, wilder, less practiced. Her shadows covered the building face in darkness, but slowly this time. Gently. The Darkness Cloak wrapping the fire escape the way a hand closes around something it doesn’t want to drop.

Her seal blazed violet on her inner thigh — visible through the torn fishnets, pulsing in time with her heartbeat.

I came inside her with my forehead against hers. Deep. The release traveling through both of us while the shadows held steady. Not the fire-escape tradition. Something new. Something that belonged to the reunion, not the departure.

“My idiot,” she said. Her voice cracked on the word. She cleared her throat. Tried again, steadier: “My road-tripping, car-crashing, bed-breaking idiot.”

“Always.”

“Always,” she repeated. Fierce. Private. The full commitment of a woman who guarded what she loved with shadows that could swallow cities.

[System] Ping: [Lyra — Bond 1000 (Soulbound — REINFORCED by distance testing)] [Raven — Bond +25 → 850 (Bonded)]



Kira’s corner of the living room had been set up while we were on the fire escape. Aldric had shifted to accommodate — he now occupied a smaller section of the room, his couch pushed against the wall, his expression that of someone who’d been losing territory for months and had exhausted every available complaint.

Kira’s space was minimal. Her mat on the floor. Her duffel within arm’s reach. Kevin’s rug positioned between her mat and the front door — his preferred patrol position, modified to include Kira’s sleeping zone in his coverage area.

Cherry was already showing Kira where things were. “The bathroom is THERE but the schedule is on the FRIDGE and you have to sign UP or Cherry gets FOUR showers and nobody else—” (She was referring to herself in third person, a habit that Voss had documented.) “—and the fridge has a shelf for EACH PERSON but Raven’s ice cream takes up TWO shelves and she DENIES this—”

Kira absorbed the domestic briefing with the same focused attention she brought to fragment tracking and adult shop inventories. She was filing it all away. Learning the infrastructure of a home.

Kevin hadn’t left her side since the airport. He wasn’t going to start now.

Through the apartment walls: the sounds of a household settling. Morgana’s pen on paper. Priya’s spectacles clicking against a desk. Nia’s faint humming, making the fern grow another inch.

Kira’s tail swayed. Free. Unhidden.

Her horns caught the hallway light — growing, longer than they’d been when she left Chicago.


Chapter 16: The Shape of Things

Morning in the apartment. The morning before the tribunal.

Ten people. One dog. Two bedrooms. A fern that had achieved sentience (unconfirmed, but it turned toward whoever was speaking, and Priya had documented this behavior in a fourteen-page research note titled “Botanical Response to Dimensional Ambient Energy: A Preliminary Observation”).

The morning routine had expanded to accommodate Kira, who fit into the household the way a new instrument joins an orchestra — adding a frequency nobody knew was missing until they heard it.

She slept in the living room corner. Fifty-three pounds of golden retriever pressed warm against her calves. Her duffel within arm’s reach. Her tail unwrapped, resting across the mat like a dark brown flag planted in claimed territory. Her horns caught the morning light — visibly longer now, growing back with the steady determination of a body reclaiming what had been taken from it.

She was up before everyone except Morgana (who was always up, because Morgana’s relationship with sleep was adversarial and long-standing) and me (because incubus circadian rhythms operated on Constellation cycles rather than solar ones). She made coffee. Not Morgana’s enchanted-machine coffee — hand-poured, using a method she’d learned at a gas station in Utah where the attendant had been a former barista fleeing student debt and his own dreams.

The coffee was good. Different from Morgana’s. Rougher. More honest.

Morgana tried it. Her glasses lifted a fraction — the Morgana equivalent of a standing ovation. She didn’t comment. Drank the entire cup and then pretended she hadn’t.

The household woke in its customary cascade of chaos. Cherry’s shower (forty minutes, pink hair products coating every surface). Raven’s emergence from her shadow-corner (hissing at daylight, ice cream in hand). Lyra’s gentle warmth as she moved through the kitchen making breakfast for everyone, the Soulbound bond humming between us like a shared melody. Priya shuffled toward the hot chocolate, spectacles already crooked from sleeping at her desk, with the single-minded determination of a Lore Class who had identified her morning’s primary research objective. Sera’s quiet presence, helping Lyra without being asked, her restored seal pulsing soft violet on her shoulder. Nia’s meditation hum, which made the fern grow another centimeter and produced a sympathetic vibration in the kitchen tiles. She had discovered cooking shows during the road trip week and was now attempting to make eggs. The results sat on the counter — a pan of something that had started as scrambled and had become, through processes unknown, a solid amber disc that Aldric poked with a fork and declared “structurally impressive.” Nia ate it anyway. The fern leaned toward the pan. Nobody discussed this.

Aldric on his couch — smaller than before, pushed against the wall, his territory reduced to accommodate Kira’s corner. He drank his coffee — a former high-ranking Banisher operative who’d defected to an interdimensional commune in a two-bedroom Chicago apartment and was now fighting a golden retriever for leg room on a fold-out couch.

He missed Kevin’s feet warmth. He would never admit this.

Voss arrived at 8:47 AM with a briefcase containing the tribunal preparation materials. Twenty-three forms. Seven depositions. Morgana’s academic paper (reduced from forty pages to four, which Morgana still considered an intellectual crime against scholarship). The memory stone evidence filing. And a subsection in Form 77-M — his Interdimensional Artifact Recovery Documentation (Road Trip Supplement) — labeled “KEVIN — Jurisdictional Status Update” that included three photographs of Kevin from Mia’s road trip TikTok series, which Voss had printed and classified as “operationally relevant morale documentation.” The supplement also contained a sub-appendix for Kevin’s rest stop reviews, because Mia had sent him the TikTok content and he considered them “operationally relevant field documentation.”



Kira and Raven.

They hadn’t had a proper conversation yet. Not since the first-night standoff — two predators sizing each other up across a crowded room. The road trip had put physical distance between them, and Kira’s return had been too recent for anything beyond Raven’s ice cream warning and the mutual “respect” acknowledgment.

This morning, they found themselves at the same spot: the fire escape. The fire escape that had been Raven’s territory for months. The fire escape where Raven had earned her trust, shared her vulnerability, and claimed Jake with the fierce physicality that defined her love language.

Kira was sitting on the railing. Kevin dozed beside her. She was scanning the neighborhood — Wayfinder sense active, monitoring the perimeter with the automatic surveillance that months alone on the highway had made instinctive.

Raven materialized from the shadows beside her without sound. Silent Movement — her specialty.

Kira didn’t flinch. Wayfinder sense had detected Raven’s approach thirty seconds ago. She’d let her arrive without comment.

They sat in silence. December air. Chicago spread below them — the familiar skyline, the L train rumbling past, the Lake Michigan wind carrying ice.

“You filed your horns,” Raven said.

“Yeah.”

“I understand why.” The word carried recognition — not sympathy, but the quiet understanding of a woman who’d built her own walls and knew what it cost. “Did it help?”

“It kept me hidden.”

“Did it HELP?”

Kira was quiet. Then: “No. It just hurt.”

Raven’s tail lashed once. Strong feeling under tight control. “Mine was different. I didn’t file my horns. I filed my personality. Wrapped myself in snark so nobody could see the soft parts.”

“Did it help?”

“It kept me hidden.” Raven almost smiled. “Didn’t help either.”

They sat in the silence of two women who understood each other’s damage without needing to catalogue it. Kevin settled between them, distributing body heat equitably.

“You’re staying,” Raven said. Not a question.

“Yeah.”

“Good.” Raven stood. Brushed invisible lint from her combat fishnets. “The ice cream rule is real. MINE is labeled.”

“Noted.”

Raven shadow-stepped inside. From the apartment: “CHERRY! Why is there PINK in my ICE CREAM?”

Cherry’s muffled response: “It’s not pink! It’s ENHANCED!”

Kira watched the exchange through the window. Her expression didn’t change. But her tail swayed once.



Kira and Cherry. The dynamic that shouldn’t work but did.

Cherry found Kira in the living room corner after breakfast, reorganizing her duffel — every item in its position, the bag packed to grab-and-run specifications that months of highway had drilled into muscle memory.

“Kira.”

“What?”

Cherry sat beside her. Cross-legged. Pink hair catching the hallway light. Her tail swished once — the precursor to Cherry saying something important at approximately 200 words per minute.

“Thank you,” Cherry said.

“For what?”

“For the road trip. For the shops. For teaching me about — everything. For catching me when Jake hit level five at the rest stop.” She paused. Uncharacteristically serious. “For letting me sleep on your shoulder.”

Kira looked at her. The eyes that had been shuttered on the doorstep — that had sized up every person in this apartment as a potential threat before categorizing them as anything else — looked at Cherry with something that wasn’t warmth exactly. Something more careful. More intentional.

Trust. Earned through M&Ms and piggyback rides and three AM conversations about vibrators and the relentless, indestructible Cherry kindness that had broken through what combat and need couldn’t.

“You snore,” Kira said.

Cherry’s face fell. “I do NOT—”

“Like a chainsaw. In a hurricane.”

Cherry’s outrage was instantaneous and magnificent. “That’s RUDE! I am a DELICATE SLEEPER! My breathing is MUSICAL!”

“Your breathing is a natural disaster.”

“JAKE! Kira is being MEAN to me!”

“You do snore, Cherry.”

“I DO NOT — Lyra, tell them I don’t—”

From the kitchen, Lyra’s voice: “You snore, Cherry. I can feel it through the bond.”

Cherry’s tail lashed. Her pink eyes blazed with the righteous fury of a Glamour Class who had been personally slandered by her entire household.

Kira’s mouth twitched. The corner lifted. Not a full smile — but close. Closer than anything she’d produced since arriving on the doorstep in December snow.

Cherry saw it. Stopped mid-tirade. Her fury dissolved into delight so fast it left emotional vapor trails.

“You’re TEASING me! Kira! You’re teasing! That’s what FRIENDS do! WE’RE FRIENDS!”

“We’re acquaintances who’ve shared an adult shop experience.”

“That’s BASICALLY friends! Jake, tell her that’s friends!”

“That’s friends,” I confirmed.

Kira looked at Cherry. At the pink eyes and the ridiculous proportions and the tail that hadn’t stopped moving since the day she’d arrived on Earth. At the woman who’d carried M&Ms across five states and never once asked for anything in return.

“Yeah,” Kira said. Quiet. “Friends.”

Cherry hugged her. Full Cherry. Maximum impact. Kira went rigid for exactly one second — the old reflex, fading but not gone — and then her hand came up. Rested on Cherry’s back. The same gesture from the Wyoming ice storm, but firmer now. More certain.

Kevin barked once. The approval bark.



Kira and Lyra. The cautious warmth of two women connected by a bond neither had chosen.

Lyra found Kira in the kitchen during the mid-morning lull — the narrow window between Cherry’s post-shower performance and Morgana’s pre-tribunal briefing. Kira was hand-pouring a second batch of coffee — she’d turned the process into a meditation, each step carried out with quiet focus. Kevin was beneath the table — his default position when Kira was stationary.

Lyra sat at the table. Quiet. Her blonde hair caught the kitchen light. Her tail curled around her own ankle — the Lyra-signal for I’m here and I’m not going anywhere and I’m going to wait until you’re ready.

Kira poured coffee. Set a cup in front of Lyra without being asked. Then leaned against the counter, her own cup in both hands, watching.

“You felt all of it,” Kira said. Not a question. A calibration.

“All of it.” Lyra wrapped both hands around the cup. Her blue eyes were soft but direct — the Empath gaze that saw through everything without trying. “Every fragment. Every motel. Every time you let him closer.”

Kira’s fingers tightened around her coffee cup. Half a year solo, and now her most private moments had an audience across a thousand miles. Adjusting to that wasn’t simple.

“Even the bus bathroom?” Kira asked. Flat. Deadpan. Testing.

Lyra’s cheeks went pink. The blush that spread from her cheeks to her neck to her chest — the Lyra progression that Cherry had once documented for Mia’s content and Jake had immediately deleted.

“Especially the bus bathroom,” Lyra said.

A beat. Two women looking at each other across a kitchen table in a two-bedroom apartment that housed ten people, one dog, and a dimensionally enhanced fern.

“That’s…” Kira searched for a word. “Weird.”

“It is,” Lyra agreed. “But it’s also how I knew you were safe. Every time. I could feel that Jake was being careful with you. That you were choosing to be there.” She took a sip of coffee. “And when you came quietly instead of silently — I felt that too. The difference.”

Kira went still. Her tail twitched under her shirt.

“I don’t know how to feel about someone knowing that,” she said.

“You don’t have to know yet.” Lyra set down her cup. Extended her hand across the table — palm up. The same offer she’d made at the airport. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Kira looked at the hand. She stayed where she was.

“Your coffee is good,” Lyra said.

“Better than Morgana’s.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that.”

Kira’s expression warmed by a degree. “She already knows.”

Kevin settled between their feet. The Soulbound bond pulsed steady and bright — a thread of gold connecting the household’s emotional architecture through walls and distance and the topology of found family.



Tribunal preparation.

Voss ran the final session at the kitchen table — his designated workspace, the surface where a thousand forms had been processed and where pizza grease stains created a topographic map of the household’s judicial history.

The evidence they were presenting:

The memory stone message. “Not a bridge. Not a key. Not a cage.” Three existing theories eliminated by a primary source. Material evidence under Article 47.

“The Remembering.” A fourth theory — unprecedented, undefined, requiring investigation rather than preemptive action. The argument: you cannot suppress what you do not understand.

Kira’s arrival mechanism. She came to Earth through an unknown process that was NOT Jake’s anchor pull. This proved the Constellation’s reach extended beyond established parameters. It changed the threat calculus — the system’s understanding of how sealed succubi arrived was incomplete.

The Enforcement Division’s unauthorized brownstone raid. Voss’s seventeen violation forms. Evidence that the system meant to protect dimensional residents was itself broken.

The central argument: studying the Constellation was safer than suppressing it. Every historical attempt at suppression had produced worse outcomes. The exile policy provably weakened dimensional barriers. The Remembering was not a weapon — it was a process. And processes required understanding, not demolition.

“The phrase ‘the vessels were never meant to be flesh’ addresses the fundamental nature of the seals themselves,” Morgana said, adjusting her glasses. Her forty-page paper — compressed to four pages with visible scholarly pain — sat on the table beside Voss’s legal brief. “If the original design specified non-biological containers, then the entire behavioral profile we’ve observed in sealed succubi — the feeding requirements, the bond mechanics, the Constellation’s ambient effects — represents an ADAPTATION. The seals, placed on living beings instead of their intended containers, have EVOLVED. They’ve integrated with succubus biology in ways the original builders never anticipated.”

“Which means,” Priya added, her spectacles reflecting the kitchen light, “that our understanding of what the Constellation will do when it reaches activation is based on predictions designed for a DIFFERENT system. The models are wrong. Not because the data is bad, but because the variables changed when the seals entered flesh.”

“In simpler terms?” I asked.

Morgana removed her glasses. Folded them. “Nobody knows what happens next. Not the Banishers. Not the Stability Division. Not us. The ancient builders designed a system, someone put it in the wrong containers, and now it’s doing something nobody planned for.”

“And the Remembering?”

“Is the system trying to function AS DESIGNED despite being in the wrong housing. Like running software designed for one machine on completely different hardware. It might work. It might crash. It might do something neither the software nor the hardware anticipated.”

Cherry: “Like when I Charm Voice the vibrator and it goes FASTER?”

Morgana stared at her. Priya stared at her.

“Yes,” Morgana said. “Exactly like that.”

“I’m VERY good at analogies!”

Kira’s testimony had been the subject of debate. She would need to describe her arrival, the memory stone, the fragments, and the months of survival. She would need to speak. In front of people. At length.

“I have to TALK?” she’d said when informed. “In front of people?”

Voss: “You have to provide a witnessed account under formal oath.”

“How many words?”

“As many as necessary.”

“Three. ‘I walked east.’”

“Perhaps more than three.”

Kira had grudgingly agreed to participate. Her testimony would be brief — Voss had coached her on the essential points and advised letting the memory stone speak for itself. “Present the evidence. Let it do the work. You just need to explain how you found it.”

“And the plug?”

“I will classify the containment method as ‘improvised dimensional storage device.’ The tribunal does not need to know the specifics.”

“Good.”



Kira and Morgana found each other in the study after Voss departed. Morgana had the memory stone fragments spread across her desk — not the physical fragments (those were in Kira’s plug, which was in Kira, which was non-negotiable) but the energy readings she’d transcribed from the Constellation’s data during the phone calls.

“Your class interests me,” Morgana said, glasses on, clipboard out. “Wayfinder is one of the rarest succubus designations. I’ve encountered references to three in my lifetime, and two were historical.”

Kira stood in the study doorway. She hadn’t come inside. Doorways were liminal spaces — committed enough to indicate willingness, uncommitted enough to permit retreat.

“What do you want to know?”

“Your Path Sense — the way you detected the ice in Wyoming. Raven told me about it.” Morgana’s pen was poised. “How precisely can you read a path’s condition?”

“Depends on the path. Roads are easy. Trails are harder. Open terrain is—” Kira considered. “Like tasting air. The wrongness has a flavor.”

“Can you sense dimensional paths? Not physical roads — the spaces between worlds?”

Kira went still. Her tail twitched under her shirt. “Sometimes. In the desert. At night. I could feel… openings. Places where the distance between here and somewhere else was thin.”

Morgana’s glasses came off. The signal.

“That’s the Pathfinding ability,” she said. “The Wayfinder’s ultimate capability. It’s still locked, but the fact that you’re sensing it passively suggests your seal integration is accelerating.” She wrote rapidly. “I’d like to document your sensory range over time. With your permission.”

“In exchange for what?”

Morgana smiled. The Morgana smile that combined scholarly appreciation with real fondness. “Access to my wine collection. Mr. Okonkwo keeps a Barolo that I’ve been saving for significant occasions.”

Kira considered the offer. Wine for data. A trade she understood.

“One glass per session,” she said.

“Two sessions per week.”

“One. I don’t like being watched.”

“You don’t like being watched BY STRANGERS,” Morgana corrected. “I’m not a stranger anymore.”

Kira looked at Morgana for a long time. At the 212-year-old scholar with the F-cups and the clipboard and the glasses that she removed when things got real. At the woman who’d held her butt plug up to the kitchen light with the dignity of a museum curator and hadn’t blinked.

“One session per week,” Kira said. “Two glasses.”

“Done.” Morgana put her glasses back on. Returned to her notes. “You may sit if you wish. The chair is not rigged.”

Kira entered the study. Sat in the chair. It was comfortable.

She did not comment on the comfort. But she stayed.



Kira and Priya. The unexpected kinship.

I found them in the kitchen at 3 PM, sitting at opposite ends of the table in a silence so comfortable it had texture. Priya was writing in her research notebook — pen moving in the precise, measured strokes of a Lore Class archivist who treated every observation like it might one day be cited in a scholarly paper. Kira was cleaning her vibrator with the methodical attention she brought to all maintenance tasks, a process she performed with the same lack of self-consciousness that Priya brought to documenting it.

They didn’t speak. They didn’t need to. Both were analytical. Both observed before acting. Both had spent significant periods of their lives in environments where silence was the default state — Priya in the archives, Kira on the highway. The silence between them wasn’t awkward. It was professional. Two women who understood the world through observation and careful attention, sharing a table the way parallel scholars might share a library.

“Your Wayfinder sense,” Priya said without looking up. “When you detect a path’s condition — is the data arriving as sensation or as information?”

Kira considered. “Sensation. My body knows before my brain does.”

“Fascinating.” Priya wrote rapidly. “The voyeuristic awareness I developed — my observation-based arousal pattern — operates similarly. The body knows before the mind names it.” She pushed her spectacles up her nose. “We’re both watchers, you and I. We just watch different things.”

Kira looked at her. Really looked — the Wayfinder scan that she ran on everyone, but slower this time. Taking in Priya’s crooked spectacles, her ink-stained fingers, her severe bun that Cherry had been trying to liberate for weeks. Two women who understood that watching was its own form of participation.

“You’re the one who tracks Cherry’s walks,” Kira said. Not a question.

“POST-INTIMATE AMBULATORY EXHIBITION,” Priya corrected. “The documentation requires precision.”

Kira’s mouth twitched — the ghost of recognition. One watcher acknowledging another.

Kevin lay equidistant between them like a golden-furred demilitarized zone, radiating neutrality and golden retriever heat in equal measure.



Evening. The fire escape. One more time.

Kira found me there. The December Chicago air was sharp, the skyline glowing orange against dark blue, the L train rumbling past on its elevated track. The familiar landscape of a city that had become home for ten people and a dog who’d started as strangers from different dimensions.

She moved with Wayfinder-quiet — different from Raven’s Shadow Class silence, this was highway stealth. Months of highway life had taught her to move through spaces without drawing attention, because attention was dangerous. Her boots made no sound on the metal grating. Her duffel was absent — left inside, by her mat, within Kevin’s patrol radius. The first time she’d voluntarily separated from it at home.

She was holding the assembled memory stone. All fragments reunited in its plug housing. The warm glow illuminated her face — the freckles across her nose, sharper now that proper feeding had brought her complexion back. The high cheekbones that had been too sharp from hunger and were softening toward their natural architecture. Her eyes still watchful, still careful — but alive now. Present where they’d been distant.

“Tomorrow changes things,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t like change.”

“Says the woman who changed everything by walking across a continent.”

She looked at me. The gaze that had been flat and watchful on the doorstep — the old scan, the threat calculus, the is-this-person-going-to-hurt-me read she’d run on every human since landing — was still present. But it had transformed. The gaze wasn’t searching for danger anymore. It was confirming safety. Confirming that the thing she’d found was still real, still present, still choosing her back.

The fire escape light caught her growing horns — nubs that were visibly longer than they’d been when she’d left Chicago. Not restored. Not what they’d been before the concrete and the metal files and the desperate grinding that had bled and hurt and erased the most visible part of who she was. But growing. New bone covering old damage. A reconstruction that would carry the scars of what she’d done to survive while becoming something that could be touched without flinching.

“Use them,” she said. Holding up the plug. “On me. Tonight. Before everything changes again.”

From inside the apartment, through the shadows of the closet nearest the fire escape window: “I KNOW what you’re doing on MY fire escape.” Raven’s voice, carrying the blend of territorial outrage and grudging affection that defined her relationship with shared spaces. “You OWE me.”

Kira’s response, without turning: “Acknowledged. Unpaid.”

A grunt from the shadows. Then silence. Raven’s version of permission.

Kira leaned against the railing. The December city spread below us — the buildings Kira had seen from a distance when she’d first approached Chicago on foot, the skyline she’d walked toward for three days while the Constellation pulled her eastward like a hand on her chest. The apartments and the streetlights and the L train that Cherry still waved at.

The Constellation pulsed above — nine points, twelve active positions, the pattern that had recognized itself and was now reaching outward with the gravitational urgency of something incomplete that had decided it didn’t want to stay that way.

Plug in place. The memory stone’s warmth radiating from inside her — the constant she’d carried since Nevada, the anchor she’d trusted before she’d trusted anyone. My hand found the space between her thighs, the cargo pants pushed aside, my fingers sliding through the slick heat of her arousal. She was already wet — had been since she’d held up the plug and asked. My fingers found the places I’d learned on motel beds and rest stops and salt flats across five states — the map of Kira’s body that I’d been drawing with touch since the desperate feeding in a Chicago kitchen.

My other hand went to her horns. Gently. Reverently. Tracing the growing nubs with a touch that was equal parts worship and promise — the tenderness she’d asked for in Tonopah, the body worship that said these are beautiful and I won’t let you destroy them again.

She shivered. The horns were still sensitive — new bone, raw nerve endings, the vulnerability of something that was healing. My incubus energy flowed through the contact, the energy settling into the damaged growth plates with a nourishing heat that eased the ache.

I circled her clit with my thumb — the swollen nub slick under my touch, throbbing with her pulse — while my other hand traced her horns. Dual contact — the intimate and the reverent, the physical and the healing. She exhaled — a controlled sound, quiet, the trained silence of months of hiding. But her body responded with everything her voice withheld. Her hips pressed forward against my hand, rocking into the pressure. Her pussy clenched around nothing — wanting, the plug filling her from one side while my fingers worked the other. Her tail unwrapped from her waist and found my wrist — the claiming grip, the possessive curl that was becoming as natural as breathing.

I slid two fingers inside her while my thumb stayed on her clit. Curled them. Found the spot that made her thighs press together and her breath go ragged. Worked her with the steady, precise rhythm I’d learned she needed — not fast, not aggressive, but relentless. The plug vibrating in resonance with my incubus energy, my fingers inside her, my thumb on her clit, my other hand on her horns channeling incubus energy into the healing bone. Four points of contact. The Kira configuration.

The fire escape creaked beneath us as she shifted her weight, pressing harder into my hand. The December wind carried the sounds into the city — muffled, anonymous, one more set of noises in a city of eight million that didn’t know it was hosting a Constellation’s recognition threshold.

She came quietly. Not the clenched-jaw silence of motel rooms and parking lots — this was softer. Looser. She was letting the sound exist because she wanted to, not because she’d lost control of it. A small sound escaped — a catch in her throat, a breath with an edge, the sound of pleasure allowed to exist in a space that wasn’t alone. Her pussy clenched around my fingers — tight, rhythmic — and the wetness overflowed past my knuckles, warm against the December air.

Her tail squeezed my wrist. Held for three heartbeats. The claiming grip — possessive and certain and permanent.

“I’m staying,” she said. Not a question anymore. Not a test. A fact. Established. Filed. Documented in whatever internal system Kira maintained for things that were true.

“I know.”

“The toys are non-negotiable.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“And the fire escape is not exclusively Raven’s. It’s a shared structure.”

From inside: “IT IS EXCLUSIVELY MINE AND THIS IS TEMPORARY!”

This time, Kira actually smiled. Brief. Small. But real.

Her tail squeezed once more. She went back inside.



[System] Final Panel:

Lyra — Bond 1000 (Soulbound — REINFORCED) | Adaptation 52% (THRIVING) | Powers Sealed 28% Cherry — Bond 975 (Bonded) | Adaptation 40% | Powers Sealed 38% Raven — Bond 850 (Bonded) | Adaptation 41% | Powers Sealed 44% Morgana — Bond 925 (Bonded) | Adaptation 25% | Powers Sealed 54% Kira — Bond 750 (Bonded) | Adaptation 32% | Powers Sealed 60% Sera — Bond 225 (Familiar) | Adaptation 17% | Seal: ACTIVE Nia — Junction (3 points) | Bond: Structural | Network: 9/? (12 active positions) Jake — Incubus (Full) | Energy: SURPLUS+ | Essence Modulation: MASTERED Constellation: 9/? connected (12 active positions). Pattern: RECOGNIZED. “The Remembering”: STATUS UNKNOWN. Ambient Reading: 8.6 (apartment — threshold EXCEEDED with Kira’s return). Stability Division: CONTAINMENT AUTHORITY TRIGGERED. Kith has not yet acted. Brownstone: 30% ward restoration. Artisans working. Tribunal: TOMORROW. Memory Stone: ASSEMBLED. Evidence filed. The Remembering: ??? — Not a bridge. Not a key. Not a cage. What comes next?



Night. The apartment. Ten people, one dog, two bedrooms. The eve of the tribunal.

Above the apartment, the Constellation breathed. Nine points of golden light, visible now if you knew how to look. The rhythm had changed since Tonopah — slower, deeper, heavier with purpose. Not a hum anymore. A heartbeat. Something alive, drawing breath for the first time.

And the three empty sockets — the three remaining gaps in the twelve-point design — were no longer passive. They were broadcasting. Sending pulses outward into the city, into the dimension, into the spaces between worlds, searching for the remaining seal-bearers with an urgency that vibrated in my teeth.

Then: a response.

Faint. FAR. Not in Chicago. Not in the United States. Somewhere across an ocean — an enormous distance, far enough to make even Wayfinder sense strain to classify it.

A dormant seal. Twitching in its sleep. Tickled by the Constellation’s new searching pulse.

A tenth light. Not here. Not close. But ANSWERING.

“Morgana,” I said.

She was already awake. Glasses on. Clipboard in hand. Because Morgana.

“I felt it. A response. Distant — another continent. The recognition threshold didn’t just wake the pattern. It gave it a VOICE. It’s calling for the remaining three.”

“How long before they respond?”

“Weeks. Months. Kira walked for three weeks from Nevada. If the next one is across the Atlantic…” She trailed off, calculating distances and dimensional transit probabilities with the visible intensity of two centuries of practice.

“The Constellation is recruiting,” I said. “And we can’t control the pace.”

“No.” She put her glasses back on. “Tribunal tomorrow. The Remembering is no longer theoretical — the pattern is actively searching. That changes every argument we planned.”

The nine-point pattern thrummed through the walls — stronger than before. Pressing outward. A rhythm that wanted to be heard beyond these rooms.

Somewhere across an ocean, a tenth seal twitched again.

In the living room corner, Kira slept. Her tail was unwrapped, resting across Kevin’s back. Her horns were growing. She was home.


Thank you for reading!
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