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Chapter 1: Hello!: Iota beta llamda alpha Vaud: September 16, 5010 

[image: ]


I step inside. The door creaks as it swings open, cutting through the suffocating quiet. The air clings to my face, stale and unmoving. It smells the same, but it isn't. This space saw fire once. That stove behind the counter, still blackened at the base, nearly became a murder weapon when I stopped a man from burning his wife alive. That moment's still soaked into the floorboards, just beneath the scent of worn couch cushions and old soap. But it wasn't all a tragedy. This place used to breathe. Used to live. Daniel borrows it for babysitting because he refuses to eat my wife's cooking, even her left overs. Poker games ran until the sun came up. Kids tore through the main hallway like the world outside couldn't touch them. And now it's hollow. Holding its breath.

"Aurora! Emily! Dakota! I'm here! Daddy's here to pick you up!" My voice slices the silence. It doesn't echo. Doesn't bounce. It drops and vanishes like a stone through thick snow. They always answer. A call from behind the couch or a whisper mid-hide-and-seek. Today? Nothing. And that nothing spreads in my chest. Are they gone? Did they head out to eat? Is someone hurt? This silence isn't peace. It's a question with no shape.

Footsteps. Behind me. Soft. Too soft. Not Dakota. Her paws always betray her, clicking like a metronome no matter how careful she tries to be. Jack's no better. He means well. Bless him. But stealth doesn't suit him. Still, they're both back there. Conspiring. Dakota's never subtle when it comes to Jack. She doesn't sneak so much as stalk. She's twelve Lycan years old going on thirteen. She is boy obsessed. Determined to make sure Jack is her husband. Jack is her life project. She chases him through the city like prey and calls him "Hus" like the title's already hers. Citizens of the city find it cute and endearing. Poor Jack, it doesn't matter how many times he screams no while he flees from her. He flinches when he hears her name. Looks around like the walls might pull her in. He's ten human years old. And he knows fear because of Dakota.

"Roar!"

The word snaps. I spin, too slow. Emily crashes into my chest. My back hits hardwood. My lungs push out a curse I don't say. The ceiling wobbles in my vision. She's all black fur and gritted joy. Small in size, not in force. Built like someone designed her for ambush. She's trained since six Lycan years. Every muscle answers to intention. My ribs confirm it. I tried a bell on her collar once. I tried to give myself a warning. She let me grinning the whole time. It didn't help. She moves like the world forgets she's there until she reminds it. Boys don't scare her. Widows do. She lives around soldiers. Emily watches them leave and never return. She's not worried about heartbreak. She's haunted by mourning.

Two more bodies crash in, cackling. Tara, Daniel's daughter, wraps me in twine, arms and legs tangled, breath knocked out of me. For a split second, I think it's a prank. Then I see the knots. The focus. I've been caught. Not by kids playing, but because of predators hunting. My heart hammers. Relief spikes. They're okay. They're alive. And I've been ambushed. Honestly.

I blink up at King Hakon. Half hogtied, half winded, and every word he says lands like truth. Because it is. I'm not pure-blooded. I don't have Hakon's strength or Daniel's training. Even Daniel, fully human, moves like someone who wrote war into his blood and handed him the manual. I don't measure up. They both know it. I helped him build defense in the city. Gave him shelter. Held him upright after he took a bullet to the skull. Their jokes cut deep because they're accurate. Painful, but clean. I've learned to let them bleed. Sometimes I toss one back. Not well. But I will try.

The kids haven't stopped laughing. They're flushed and proud, sitting in their victory. I breathe in, slow. Hakon doesn't calm me. He resets me. There's no grudge between us. Only bloodlines. And in rooms like this, the difference fades. We don't get these moments often. When we do, formality dies fast. Jokes spiral. Tension breaks. For a moment, we get close to happiness.

I scan the room. Still intact. Furniture untouched. Blinds cracked. Nothing was stolen. No doors ajar. It was supposed to be empty. Daniel isn't even meant to have access, but no one's tracking keys when seventy percent of the city sits abandoned. This apartment's a waiting room for a family that was never scheduled to arrive. Another casualty of a war that took more than lives. It gutted the way we live. We don't need to build new homes. Whole neighborhoods died. These places, these shells, have become training grounds. Playgrounds. My kids train here because I live next door and he watches them. It's convenient. I swing by. I pick them up. Easy.

Something yanks my legs. Hard. No time to brace. I'm gone. Dragged backward into the dark, feet first, heart pounding against my ribs. My arms flail, grabbing at anything. Panic claws through me. My hands catch a chair. I clamp down. Drag it with me until it slams into the doorway. The jolt tears it loose. I spin. My head cracks the floor. Light bursts behind my eyes. Pain rings out like a bell. I gasp.

Then the laughter continues. Not innocent, delighted, and Dark.

They're giggling. My kids. Daniel's kids. Laughing while I thrash, while they hunt me. I hear the twist in it, that glee skimming too close to cruelty. Not because they're mean. Because this is training. This is real. Instinct kicks in. That need to escape before something closes in. My breath stutters. I'm back in that ceiling crawlspace during the war. Holding still above the rafters while soldiers below tore through furniture, firing into walls to catch shadows trying to survive. I didn't move. Didn't breathe. And when I saw Hakon fleeing past about 20 minutes later, bleeding, staggering from being shot in the head, I pulled him in with me. Took two punches to the ribs before he recognized me. Then I patched him up, best I could, and coordinated the entire counterstrike from that same roof. His authority. My spare equipment. He almost died, but I got the medics to him in time.

But now I'm the one being hunted. And I can't stop shouting.

"Hakon! Get me down! I know this is for exsanguination! This isn't funny! Hakon! Hakon!"

It isn't funny. This is textbook hunting strategy. Drag your kill somewhere safe. Bleed them. It's muscle memory to fear this.

Daniel appears at my side, feet pounding, voice half gone from laughing. His face shines. That crooked grin beams like this is the best entertainment he's had in years. He's already pulling out his knife as he jogs alongside my upside-down body.

"Mind if I cut you down instead?"

His breath's ragged, but the joy's real. It's a joke to him. I know that. I trust him. That's the worst part. Even when this feels like a reenactment of real terror, I trust him to pull me out.

The twine bounces with every step. The blade flicks out, sharp and gleaming, but we're moving too much. He aims, slices, and misses the rope entirely. A white-hot sting cuts across my ankle.

"Ah! Shit!"

Pain flashes up my leg like electricity. But I don't blame him. This isn't the first time I've been nicked by a knife. My wife's cooking has done worse damage, especially when she's angry. But the ankle? That's new. It bites.

Still, Daniel keeps trying, mouth tight with focus even through his chuckling. I know he means well. He's doing his best. And he is running. I wouldn't have cut any straighter.

Then the twine snaps.

I drop like dirty laundry onto the floor. But I don't land alone. Daniel's foot clips my back mid-fall, and he tumbles after me, crashing into a heap beside and onto of me in the dust.

We lie there, side by side. Breathless. Wrecked. Grinning. Every part of me aches, and every part of me knows we'll be dragging this out at poker nights for the next ten years. Hell, we used to do that. Right here, in this apartment. With the gay couple who owned it. Soldiers. Friends. They never made it back from their final deployment. Vanished six months before the nukes fell. That was two and a half calendar years ago. This apartment's been empty since. But we keep the tradition alive. We still bring their sons here when we can. They're older now. Busier. Still, we play. Still, we remember. This is sacred space disguised as worn carpet.

I groan and crawl toward a narrow beam of light ahead. My heart's still hammering, but it's not fear anymore. It's urgency. I need to see their faces. I need to look at my kids. Make sure they're okay. Make sure they're still laughing for the right reasons.

Daniel calls from behind, voice half guilty, half amused.

"Your wife's gonna get on me for that wound if it doesn't heal right away. My bad. It's difficult to cut while running, you know. Please don't make me eat her cooking again."

He means it. Every word. There's no venom in it. No bitterness. Just weary truth. Her cooking is legendary for all the wrong reasons. It's why Aurora started helping her grandmother feed the troops. Why Aurora, at twelve Lycan years old, is already a sous chef. Somebody had to save the family's palate.

Then light explodes from overhead. Bright and temporarily blinding. It floods every corner. Every shadow retreats. I squint, blinking hard, the burn stabbing deep into my eyes. Everything snaps back into place. This is no longer a battlefield. No longer a trap or a training ground. It's a regular apartment again.

Footsteps echo down the hall. Then Hakon strides in, calm, easy, like nothing out of the ordinary just happened. He finds me and Daniel brushing ourselves off, still on the floor like casualties of our own incompetence. I stand, muscles sore, dust caked on my sleeves. We meet in the kitchen with hands extended.

A solid shake. No hesitation. Then a pull that turns into a hug. It's not heavy. It's laced with memory. But it's in the present. A brother's hug. The kind you give to someone who once saved your life without needing thanks. Who doesn't ask for favors but earns them anyway.

The beer says it for him. Cavern River, old label, faded ink. I recognize the batch number stamped on the bottom of the bottle. It's from the last run. The one before the fire. Before the screaming. Before the silence. Hakon doesn't say Valdez's or Titan's name. He doesn't have to.

He hands me mine like he always did with his brother: easy, unthinking. Three bottles, three men. There's no fourth man anymore. Valdez has passed; he was the fourth man. His son Titan was living up to his name, body-building and chasing a warrior's legacy like his dad before the accident. But he always looked up to his father, followed him everywhere. His shadow was essentially made of brick, three times as strong as the average Lycan, twice the size, but he always made time for his father. He loved Valdez more than anyone including his wife.

I take the bottle and hold it longer than I should before drinking. That algae hit, the purple citrus, slams into my chest like it knows it shouldn't still exist. But it does.

We clink bottle necks in a small, ritual toast. The citrus bursts onto my tongue, crawling down my throat with a bright, sharp clarity. This citrus, right now? It's the best kind of temporary escape. Not from the people around me, but from the years before. From land assaults that shredded half our friends in a single breath. From watching the skies flash white and knowing a blast was coming that would rip through everything. From surviving nuclear fallout while dragging bodies I couldn't identify. From losing seventy percent of the population in waves I couldn't stop. So yeah. This citrus? This is my pause button.

I watch my girls grow wild and fierce, legs flying, laughter curling through the air like smoke. I sip and pretend, for a single breath, that everything's okay. I share a beer with Daniel and Hakon like we're regular men with regular lives. Like we aren't ghosts wrapped in skin. Like war isn't the backdrop to every smile.

As Daniel speaks, the kids square off, starting a playful boxing match. Their feet blur against the ground, fists darting, dodging, testing endurance, skill, control. My pride swells sharp and hot in my chest. It's not blind. It never has been. I know exactly what that strength means. They are evolving.

Dakota bounces around Jack, kissing him mid-spar she isn't using her hands only her face even as he throws counterstrikes and she parries out of the way with disrespectful ease. I laugh, but a thread of alarm pulls at the back of my mind. She's relentless. She's chosen him. He doesn't get a say. I watch and already know I'll have to find a way to give him artificial muscles before she snaps him like a wishbone. He's not ready, but she's decided they're going to marry. The balance is off. If I don't fix it, he'll either get destroyed or start breaking himself trying to match her. As his future father-in-law, this is my only option. I need to solve it fast.

Daniel's voice softens. His eyes follow Emily like she's a puzzle he wants to solve. "Having all these women as soldiers is still really cool. In your species, the men are weaker as adults, stronger as children. Your kids are already fierce. In two years, Emily will be vicious. I'd hate to be her enemy. Your girls are still small, haven't hit puberty yet, only six years old, twelve in Lycan years. Soon, they'll grow to be three times their size, beautiful women."

He chuckles, no mockery in it. He means every word. He's spent enough hours with the Junior Division to know what fury looks like when it grows a spine. He's seen them sharpen their strikes to precision. I see his admiration. He's not caught up in the novelty of female soldiers. He knows this is survival. There are as many women as men in the field now. It's not a choice, it's a necessity. Most didn't want to be soldiers but were drafted for numbers. 

His words thrill me. Emily's not just strong. She's special. I feel it when I watch her move, a kind of fire that hasn't decided what it wants to burn.

Daniel takes another sip, his energy dipping into something heavier. "The way she talks about strategy... I hope she aims for officer school. She's the smallest in her class, but everyone looks up to her. I'm glad I volunteered to teach the Junior Division after Valdez passed. Hakon, your brother was awesome, by the way. Rest in peace, Valdez."

The name still cuts. We all head to the sink in sync. No words needed. We each tip a little beer into the drain. The liquid vanishes, but the weight of it doesn't. It's more than ritual. It's grief in motion. A moment we hold together for the brothers we've lost, the ones we buried and the ones we couldn't even find enough of to bury.

"Pour one out for the homie," Hakon mutters.

Daniel leans back against the counter, beer dangling in his grip. His eyes are far away again. "I volunteer two and a half days each week for the children and two full weeks when I return from any deployment. They're teaching me so much. These new kids are growing up; they don't see war like we did. They've grown up with it. They've watched their mothers and fathers come back broken, mentally, and physically and most, their mothers and fathers just never came back. They've seen them dragged on shields, friends of their parents balling or stoic in shock, carrying them despite their own injuries."

His words land like a body blow. My gut tightens. Images I keep locked away surge up fast, those months I spent in the graveyards, digging and dragging. Identifying. Cataloging. Stitching pieces together so families could grieve something that looked like a loved one. I still smell the rot some nights. Still hear the silence of a body with no face. I can't go near that district anymore. I want to vomit if I hear digging machines. My stomach flips like I've swallowed a mine.

Daniel keeps talking. "These kids, Emily especially, take pride in fighting. They're already warriors."

I nod. Because they are. And it's not something to celebrate.

Emily never thought she had a choice. And maybe she didn't. Since she was six Lycan years old, she's been sneaking into soldier drills. Day after day, showing up where she wasn't wanted. Getting kicked out, getting put in electroboxes, being handed off to me by some grumbling sergeant with scorch marks on his boots and irritation in his voice. For three months she trained in fragments. Partial workouts. Half-completed runs. They'd trap her in cages and move to another sector, hoping she'd give up. She never did.

One day, a sergeant gave her a real choice, take a whooping for refusing to obey orders or pin him. He expected her to quit, maybe even cry. Instead, she broke two fingers and a rib trying. She dislocated his shoulder. Emily got herself hospitalized because the fight was so vicious. I thought that'd be the end of it, she didn't say she was interested but she also didn't say she wasn't going back. Two weeks later, hours after she was released from the hospital, she scaled the fence during their PT again and caught up to them mid-run. Didn't say a word at first. Ran until her lungs gave out she was getting tired and slowing down holding her broken rib with the hard cast on her hand. And that's when they pushed her up in formation. They cheered for her telling her she could make it! They slowed down to her pace. They let her lead the cadence. Her smile was majestic! They let her belong. She earned it through blood, sweat, tears and broken bones she was still recovering from. I was terrified and so proud of her when I found out.

She's been training with them since. But she still can't deploy. She's too young, and she knows it. She doesn't cry in front of them, but when I come to pick her up from the cage? Because she keeps trying to deploy with her new unit. That's when her tears come, and it's not pretty. That's how I know she's still mine. Because I'm the only one she breaks for.

She cries because her friends are leaving. Because they might not come back. Because she wants to go too but knows she can't. Not yet.

All three of my kids are finding their own ways to keep going. To hold something upright in a world that's barely standing. They've taken it on themselves to help because they see what we're running out of.

There aren't enough adults left. We lost 70% of the nation's population with the nuclear blast. Of that only thirty percent of the survivors are adults. The rest? Children learning to become the last line of defense. They're not pretending to be us, they're becoming what's left of us. They're doing it earlier, and they're going to be better than we ever were.

I know Emily's going to choose her path. There's no stopping that. There never was. So, I made a rule with her. She has to kiss me goodbye every morning. Even if she's training nearby. Even if it's only a five-minute run. I want it to be a habit. Because the day she leaves for war, I want to say I love her like always. And if she doesn't come back, I want to know I didn't wait to start saying goodbye. Her sisters, and even Daniel's kids: Junior, Jack, and Tara all do the same. I allow it because I can't predict the future. I want them safe, but that's no guarantee anymore.

Daniel's voice cuts through my spiral. "Emily, show your father the close-quarter move I taught you last week. You were the only one who got it."

The shift snaps me back. Emily, still circling with Aurora, halts mid-step. Her ears perk. "Yes, sensei." Aurora echoes her, sharp and playful. I've told her a thousand times not to call Daniel that. She never listens.

Daniel locks eye contact with her and nods subtly only once.

Emily sprints toward me without hesitation, clean and fluid. I don't brace. I don't need to. I trust her. Watching her with Daniel, watching her with the soldiers, her discipline is sharp. Unshakable. She listens to her mother the same way, with everything but don't hit your sisters.

She wraps her leg around my arm, tight and confident. Then the flip. My balance vanishes as she swings me down, her knee clipping the crook of my neck, my arm locked hard. She's perfect. Controlled. Every movement carries the same fierce, quiet focus I see in her mother when she cooks, when Aurora lets their mother cook. My arm aches in every spot. I don't care. It's beautiful. My daughter is amazing.

She's growing up too fast. I can't stop her. I wouldn't want to.

I push myself up as she bows. I nod, something thick in my throat. Daniel shifts, his tone sharpening, eyes fixed on her now. "That was very good. You need to work on the landing. The leg you land on shouldn't flex. That's a weak point. If you land wrong, you or your opponent could break it easily. The leg needs to be straight. More force to complete this throw."

Emily doesn't flinch. She locks onto him with that unreadable expression that hides everything except the way she stares at him for too long. She's processing the critique, already adjusting, thinking about how to make it perfect. How to impress him. That crush she swears doesn't exist. Even though her eyes scream she's debating kissing him. That crush she's admitted to her friends. That crush Aurora pretends not to notice. She's like this every time he talks to her. It annoys me; not because I think he'll take advantage, I know he won't. He promised me that. I had a serious talk with him when I realized her crush wasn't fading and I saw how Dakota treated Jack. I wanted to be proactive and safe.

What annoys me is that she won't even let me talk about it. Like if she ignores it, it won't be real. She's terrified of his passing, his safety, and tries to take care of him when he has a cold. Tara beat the shit out of her when she brough him soup and cuddled with him in bed when he fell asleep. He was so sick that Tara tied her up, walked her to me, and told me exactly what she did. I was very conflicted, but I understand Emily's pain. The last time she liked a soldier she was training with, she was with me in the radio room. I was trying to pull his coordinates while he screamed for air support over a burning field, pinned down by Colorado soldiers. Emily hadn't meant to be there. I thought I locked my office. She heard him die. She heard panic in his voice. The pain from sustained attack after being shot. She hit her head on the floor when she fainted. She cried when she woke up. Since then, there's been no one else. Only Daniel. And even that, she keeps sealed shut.

Daniel flicks his hand toward Aurora. "Show him the running throw."

Emily lunges again, a blur of speed and confidence. Aurora doesn't smirk, twitch, or warn. Her face holds that perfect cold edge, all stone and memory. In one clean move, she counters. Her arms lock. Her weight shifts. Emily flips.

Time cracks open.

I don't think. I move. I'm already across the mat before my brain catches up. Her body hits my chest mid-air. I grab her hard, but the force is bigger than both of us. We crash back into the wall. Hard. The same wall I caught StarRose against, the one she slammed into when her husband thought burning her face and hair would solve his problems because he was unhappy with her decision to be husband and wife. That crack still shows near the top. Now there's another. My beer slips free, exploding across the floor behind us.

Laughter erupts.

Daniel doubles over, struggling to breathe. Hakon spits beer over his boots, wheezing.

"Deja Vu, isn't it, Dan?" he gasps. "Guardian-Wolf or should we call you 'puppy'?"

Their fingers trace the new dent beside the old one like they're comparing scars.

"Same wall, just shifted a little."

I laugh. I do. But it stings. "Puppy" is what women call the men they love when they think no one's listening. It's what babies get called when they curl up and whimper in their sleep. I know the joke. I'm in on it. That doesn't make it painless.

I haul myself upright, brushing dust from my shoulders like it owes me something. A faint grin tugs at my face; pride only slightly bruised beneath the weight of their laughter. It doesn't sting. Not with these two. This is the kind of mocking only brothers earn the right to give. It's teasing, but safe. No one crosses a line they don't know by heart.

Hakon doesn't flinch. He grins like I handed him a straight line, taps a fresh beer into my palm, clinks necks with me like we're in a bar, not a backlot soaked in history and half-lies. "I still remember the reports," he says, already laughing. "You were crying like a baby, bitch. 'I broke my arm,' 'I hurt the woman,' 'Honey, I'm sorry I was on top of another woman.' Pathetic."

His voice carries the memory with no mercy. "You're cool though. I still don't get along with your wife. She's the reason I might send cooks to the front lines, so I don't have to hear her mouth. Does she ever shut up? I don't know how you deal with it."

The beer's cold in my hand but the grin I give him is warmer than it should be. My voice slides in smooth, smug. "Hey, I like her mouth."

That cracks Daniel open. His laugh snaps out before he can stop it. "Oh, I bet you do."

And that's the rhythm. The loop. We jab, we spar, we bury things with sarcasm because it's safer than reverence. Jokes are shields. They soften the bruises, so we don't notice when they hit bone. I saw the comeback coming. That's why I said it. We do this. He flips the punchline. I walk into it anyway.

The laughter fades into something quieter. Not solemn. Just still. Daniel tilts his head, shifting gears without announcing it, and we feel it before he speaks. "Hey," he starts, too light for what's coming, "you know how we trade, mix, and match kids at each other's homes all the time?"

I narrow my eyes. His tone is casual but edged. "Yes... why?"

He shrugs, too practiced to be casual. "Not this week, but next, I'm taking some piss-poor soldiers to the front. Too cocky for their own good. I want them to understand how fragile they are before I fail their Basic Training and make them run it again. Otherwise, they'll die in the field. I've got clearance. Could be a week. Could be two."

I nod. My posture shifts. We're sitting the way we do before a firefight. Half our weight in the future. One foot still in the now. There's unease in me, but this isn't new. Daniel's done it before. Half the time, they don't come back. The rest return with eyes that listen and scars they must name as part of training. Their scars become cautionary tales. Either way, they pass Basic Training after that with excellence the next time they go.

"I'm sure my wife will manage for a week," I say slowly, dragging the words like I'm weighing them. "Past that, your boys will drive her up the wall. They torture Jolie. Tara? She's easy. She doesn't cause problems. Only issue is her obsession with overcooking meat. Everything's got to be well-done. Swears she's still traumatized from the six times Jolie gave her worms. I believe her."

Daniel snorts, nodding like he's heard it before.

"But Tara's a biter," I add. "She bites people she likes. Jolie supervises her cooking for hygiene, so that's improving. They're both learning. But if your boys come back bleeding, don't be surprised."

Daniel raises an eyebrow, curious more than offended.

"They don't bite Tara back? At home they bite each other all the time, even make each other bleed."

"Oh, they do," I say, sipping my beer. "But not the same way. Tara's playful. Dakota bites Jack to make him happy. He bites her harder, making her bleed. Then Emily chews on Jack's arm to piss off Dakota. Dakota fights Emily to defend Jack. Junior tries to separate them but stops paying attention to Emily, so she punches him. Then they're all fighting, biting, someone's bleeding, someone's crying. Junior's got broken ribs, Jack's got a black eye, my girls are biting each other. That's day two. We've made it to day six. That square has its own brand of chaos, as loud as an air raid siren. We don't like that dynamic. Tara's harmless compared to that vortex. She just bites people she likes. Gives a little chomp, maybe a painful surprise if you don't hear her. If you greet her with 'hi Tara, I see you' she smiles and talks to you or runs away giggling. Simple to handle and it’s really cute."

Daniel lets out a low whistle, smiling. "Sounds normal."

"Exactly," I say. "That's the problem."

Dan smirks, like I knew he would. "Those are bites of affection. She bites everyone. Her mother used to pop her for it. Since she got her first teeth, she's been biting. I can't get her to stop biting Humans or Lycans. I don't know why."

Of course, I know why. It's affection. Her version of a hug. Every time she bites me, it's followed by a smile or that little giggle she gives when she's proud of herself. She's always been that way. It never scared me. Never needed correcting. Her mother and my wife swatted her for it. I told my wife it wasn't serious enough to hit someone else's child, so she stopped. My instinct was to let her love people the way she knew how. Now she doesn't usually bite hard either.

Dan's weight shifts forward, shoulders squaring. His tone evens out into that grounded, heavy register he uses when it's time to plant a boundary in the dirt. "I don't want you trading off my boys when they get inconvenient. I'm a little offended by that, but I'll get over it. Your family will watch my daughter." He pauses, something flickering in his expression. Panic. Regret. His voice softens. "Excuse me. I overstepped. That was rude. If you'll have Tara, I'll have you watch her. I'll find a different place for my sons."

The words are steady. No hostility, no disrespect, but they carry the clean, deliberate edge of a drawn blade. His kids aren't bargaining chips. I can't fault him. He's angry, but it's the kind of anger that comes from the same place mine would, protecting his children. That's the line between us, and it's one of respect. A rule laid down between fathers.

"Your daughter stays with me. The boys, you'll handle. It's okay you were protecting them." I mean it. It's fair. With the mess between Dakota and Jack, and Emily and Junior, putting all of them under one roof would be tempting fate. I don't need Bite Club XVII turning my house into a battleground, again. The last ones blur together; Dakota was the architect of more than a few of their little wars.

Hakon, quiet until now, finally speaks, his voice as casual as if he's reciting the day's ration counts. "I've got eight girls and two boys from four mothers, not counting the ones with my wife. I'll take the boys for the week. It's nothing. What's two more when you are already fourteen? Anna and her sisters will keep an eye on them."

He says it like it's simple. Fourteen kids. Four mothers. I don't understand why Anna found it acceptable to allow her and all of her sisters to all have children with the same man. But they live together, it’s almost harmonious and they almost get along, so who am I to judge? And somehow, he's not drowning. I respect it, though I can't make sense of it. He always sounds like he knows exactly where the sparks will land before he even strikes the flint. He is always so composed, even if he cannot be found during mating season, at all,

"I gotta go topside," Hakon adds, his tone shifting into business. "Annual review. New liaison this time. Always some new idiot who thinks he can out-negotiate me. The last two didn't change much, but they still make me go because the order says so. Your boys will be fine for those three days. The palace is full of people to keep them busy. Besides, they'll have Uncle Hakon when I'm back. And it's about that time anyway."

It tracks. Hakon going topside isn't new. It's part of the rhythm here. If he isn't concerned, I don't see a reason to be. I nod, already relieved I won't be juggling that love-square chaos under my roof again this week. The only bite risk left is Tara getting too rough with Emily, and that's nothing compared to what the others can manage.

Dan takes a slow breath in. It's quiet, full, heavy in an unusual way. "Thank you," he says, letting it out like a weight sliding off his chest. "It's been rough. Doing my best as a single father without Marie. With her, it was difficult. Without her, it's different."

He looks at nothing. Just air. Memory. His next words feel like a confession only someone like me is allowed to hear. "Sometimes I miss her, and sometimes I replay old videos on the facebot and remember why I took the kids. I don't miss her. I miss having a beautiful woman of my species."

That stops me. Not out of judgment, but recognition. Because that's not an easy thing to admit.

Dan shrugs, almost amused, letting the grief twist itself into a grin. "Even if getting someone from your species at the bar isn't hard, especially during mating season. I can't breed with Lycans, but they still consider me a hot commodity because I do things well enough to wear them out."

I laugh out loud, caught completely off guard. The picture he paints is hysterical. I remember the mating seasons I went through before my wife Jolie. The way women wouldn't take no for an answer. The looks. The scent. The heat in the air. And Daniel, of all people, in the middle of that storm? No wonder they swarm him. I'm glad I'm off the market. He wears it like armor, but I don't know how he endures it, often getting hunted down and pinned in an alley somewhere. The women run through him until he somehow comes up on top.

Still, the way he says it, raw and cracked with honesty, makes it all human again. This is what we do. We turn scars into jokes. Take the broken parts and laugh until they don't sting. It's not about pity. It's rhythm. It's survival.
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Chapter 2: Dead or Alive: Sargent First Class Ken Cho, September 26, 5018

[image: ]


The air sat heavy, caught between bracing for orders and stealing a final breath of ease. We had only arrived on the surface hours ago, ferried down from the sky city of the IA. Up there, the air was clean and filtered, the sky almost too perfect. Down here, the ground still carried the wounds of old and fresh nuclear fallout, the kind of poison you could taste if you let yourself think about it too long. Masks stayed on, oxygen tanks strapped in place. Without them, no one lasted more than ten minutes unless they had endured the months-long acclimation. Nobody lingered out here without a reason.

Queen Marie's voice cut through the comms. Not a crackle or faint buzz, but crisp enough to catch the click of a switch and the lazy spin of a fan in her communications room. They were using top-grade equipment for this, and for good reason. When she spoke like this, everyone listened or lost their head.

Marie was in one of her moods. At her lightest, she was the kind of drunk who swayed through corridors as if she owned not only the space but the gravity pinning it down. Loose, unpredictable, the sort of woman soldiers talked about in low, knowing tones. If she had not been queen, her reputation of being a slut would have been named outright. Status did not change the reality, only the etiquette. She was known for pulling men into her bed without warning, especially when her temper or narcotics took the lead. I had been spared, a fact I counted among my blessings.

When I was eight and filling out my first application for a girlfriend, I had hoped she might be assigned to me because she was beautiful. I had seen her in the pool at the time. But after years around her, training alongside her and serving under her, I learned better. She was exiled when Dane took the throne by force and he culled thirty thousand men because he and his military were bored. She returned with a husband and forged alliances with vengeance murdering half of his Generals in cold blood. And now here we were, hunting her ex-husband. Better him than me.

Marie rarely cared about power struggles or marching armies into new lands. Past kings chased territory, armies, and prestige. Marie chased trade deals, international training, and resource expansion to keep life comfortable and safe so long as you didn't piss her off. We defended her because, compared to her predecessors, she asked very little. And she knew how to make her demands memorable, whether drunk, high on upgrad, or furious enough to storm into a barracks and teleport some unlucky soldier for a three-day disappearance. It happened to a friend of mine in the middle of a chess match against me. He was moving his queen to defend against my rook. The irony still makes me laugh.

When she ordered the culling and enslavement of children as part of today's mission, no one reacted. No one cared what happened to Lycans. For twelve years since Marie's return from their capital city, we had lived in a standoff. Not war. Not peace. Just a long, brittle silence where one wrong move would set everything off. Lycans were fair games. This was her raising the black flag of war beside her own personal bitch flag. We would fake compliance. She wanted a number, we would give her thirty percent, no matter what she demanded. She probably would not check.

And it was not as if we were choking on moral outrage. We were already choking on the air. The surface was unbreathable without a mask and tank. Long-term survival required weeks or months of acclimation, and no one volunteered unless they had to. Standing orders were simple: follow the mission or be executed. The real decision was whether to enjoy yourself before the inevitable court martial for disobeying direct orders or enjoy yourself without thinking about it.

Everyone knew why her ex-husband left, except her. Or maybe she knew and preferred the lie. She had taken countless lovers but never him, and he had refused every advance except one, and only with her permission. She never gave it. When a female aquakinetic offered him her DNA for children, knowing his strength as one of their kind, Marie said no, mid-thrust with another man. The woman returned later, still stunned by the insult. King Daniel Reaux honored his word, helping her get artificially pregnant with his DNA rather than break the rule. That was him. Respectful to the end.

We knew he started the fire, that he took the children. He earned our respect for it. My father, before retiring, personally gave him a ride to the surface. King Daniel Reaux was the kind of man who could kiss a woman's forehead when she asked for sex and tell her, "Queen Marie might not respect me, but I respect her. I will not touch you unless she says yes. But you are beautiful." And he meant it. Only one woman ever asked. He still stood beside Queen Marie while she turned the men's barracks into her own personal brothel. He could have done the same with the women, but instead he ran the kingdom whenever she was too drunk or high to rule, which was a constant reality even after he left.

So no, this mission was not about politics. This was Marie wanting blood. Her first military order in four years that was not convoy babysitting. Orders like this meant two things: she wanted revenge, and she wanted to make a point.

Her voice burst through the radio with a snap of static so sharp it made my molars ache. Every syllable landed like a whip, pitched between righteous fury and venom.

"Attention, all soldiers on the surface. I have just uncovered critical information, and I want to make myself crystal fucking clear. I am not! I repeat. I am not fucking happy right now!"

Even with the distortion from her shouting, her rage clung to each word like barbed wire.

"Our most wanted criminal, my fucking ex-husband, has been living right under our noses. Not alone. No, he's been playing house with my children. He's beloved by the community. He's walking around like the perfect paternal figure instead of the fucking traitor he is!"

A hiss bled into the channel, followed by the sharp click of something hard striking a desk.

"In your sweep, you are no longer looking for forty children. It's now ninety. They are not my children, but we will take them, cull them, and turn them into slaves to make a point to the Lycans. I will not tolerate defiance." Her voice thinned for a moment, like ice fracturing, then came back low and lethal. "In addition, you have alpha-delta targets not in that count: Daniel Reaux, Daniel Reaux Jr., Jack Reaux, and Tara Reaux. Your orders are simple. Occupy this land and do not leave until Daniel Reaux Senior is in custody. Dead or alive. Preferably alive. I have plans for him... plans that start with stripping away every scrap of pride until he's crawling for crumbs."

The tone sank into something that no longer sounded human. "This is not a request. Failure is not an option. Return without results and you'll be executed on the spot. Do I make myself clear? Today is not the day to piss me off!"

The channel cut with a harsh click, and the air seemed heavier. No one here cared about her personal vendetta. She'd thrown it at us like some holy mission we were supposed to have pride in, but the morning briefing had already made it simple: these are your orders, go do them. There was no space for moral outrage or heroic protest. It was another operation.

Most of the time, her "extreme" meant one or two people dragged out for an "execution story," her version of a spectacle fight because someone had angered her. And that was just several people beating someone almost to death while she watched and cheered. Sometimes it meant a hundred soldiers escorting a doomed convoy through land pirate territory as a favor. This was different. Three hundred and twenty soldiers moving in on a civilian city to commit war crimes. That was new. But we would follow orders. That was the job. War crimes or not, this is our new normal today.

Savior Nguyen, my battle buddy and superior, leaned against the cracked concrete wall as if we had all the time in the world, his smirk sharp enough to cut. Outside, the heat bore down at forty degrees Celsius, the air thick with sulfur and cooked metal from the wasteland beyond. Polluted rivers snaked through the distance like diseased veins, sludge swirling in sickly greens and reds. A brittle grey tree sagged toward the bank, ready to snap. Hills rolled across the horizon, scarred by old blasts, shadows pooled in their wounds. Down here, in the underground staging space carved into cooler earth, the air stayed thin, dry, and almost cold. A sanctuary from the decay above.

"You know..." Savior drawled, stretching the words like he wanted to taste them, voice pitched just loud enough for everyone nearby. "I jack off to the thought of the Queen and I together. I like a woman who can take charge once in a while."

A few heads turned toward him, brows furrowing with the familiar "oh, here he goes" look. That glint in his eyes said he was about to stir the hornet's nest just to see what crawled out. Savior was like that. My boss, my friend, the guy who led every stupid, backbreaking job and somehow made it feel like a joke worth joining. He could get a laugh out of a firing squad, no matter which side he stood on.

"But damn," he said, voice sharpening, "hearing that makes me glad I never bothered to say hi to her. Why risk knocking her up and ending up with that nightmare? She's got nothing: no ass to grab, not even a chest worth mentioning. Her shirt coming off was a disappointment. Isn't popping out kids supposed to leave you with something to hold onto?"

I kept my face still, though I was half laughing inside. If this weren't on open mic, straight to her ear, we'd all be doubled over by now. Even the women joined in when it was safe everyone took turns mocking Marie in the mess hall, in the barracks, on the field, at work. Everyone acted out exaggerated, slapstick versions of her royal "seductions." Dating, straight, gay, or none of the above, everyone played along and got grabbed or smacked, personal space didn't exist for these jokes. It was hilarious! It was part of the culture. We didn't say any of it to her face, but behind her back, she was everyone's favorite target. And Savior, two weeks ago he'd gotten a blowjob from her himself. She even allowed him to record video and take pictures. She smiles the whole time; she had a wonderful time! This did not make him special. Marie picked who she wanted, when she wanted, for any of her three holes, sometimes sober, sometimes drunk, sometimes high.

The room shifted the subtle shuffle of soldiers bracing for fireworks they knew were coming. Those closest edged away, hoping distance would shield them from the fallout. My stomach knotted in a mix of amusement and sharp fear, if Marie retaliated through the mic, standing near Savior might get whoever was close shot too.

But Savior wasn't finished. He crossed his arms, mouth twisting in exaggerated thought. "Honestly, now that I think about it..." he paused until the silence grew uncomfortable. "Where would you even grab her during sex? Maybe jam a thumb in her ass just to have an anchor point. Hold a cheek for balance. Hell, I'd have to throw a bag over her head canvas or potato sack maybe. Just so I wouldn't have to see those dead eyes sucking the will to live right out of me."

A chortle slipped from one of the women, short and sharp before someone nudged it back down. "No kissing," Savior said, shaking his head as if the idea was offensive. Then his eyes lit with mock inspiration. "I might be tempted if I pulled her hair into handlebars. Joystick, maybe. But during our blow job two weeks ago, I shoved her head down far enough to avoid those soulless eyes. The release was amazing, but I wanted nothing but release and to make tears erupt from her face. Which, if you saw the video or pictures, I did that successfully."

The silence that followed buzzed like a live wire, every word landing straight in Marie's ear. We knew she heard. She wore the ear muff on her right-side during deployment, refusing to take it off until the mission was done; even if it meant stealing someone else's when her battery died.

Most of us stepped back, eyes flicking toward the horizon as if expecting artillery fire or a sniper's bullet to cut through. Nobody wanted to be the one to break the news about Savior's mic. It needed saying, but no one wanted the crosshairs. All except the new private: fresh-faced, his uniform loose from lack of muscle, shoulders tight with dangerous confidence and inexperience. He stepped forward anyway. The demolitions expert. First mission. His first step into hell.

A brittle laugh escaped before he cleared his throat. "Uh... Savior Nguyen, sir? You're hilarious. But your mic is on. Everyone on the operation heard that. All forty teams, the command team, especially Queen Marie."

His words flared in the dark. Savior froze, expression tightening as it sank in. Then Marie's voice cut through the comm again: colder, stripped of humanity. This was no passionate rage. This was sharp, focused fury. The kind she could hold for hours, days, until she teleported someone's head from their shoulders over a typo.

"I want my children. I want the ex-husband who tried to burn me alive dead. I want the man who never even considered touching me dead. Why am I not hearing a gunshot?"

She didn't shout. She spoke like she was dropping a blade on a table, each word cleaving the air.

"Shoot him. Shoot him now. That is a fucking order."

The boy stepped back. The squad held their ground, shifting like the earth had gone unstable. They didn't move toward Savior or speak, but their eyes found me. They knew what was coming. A solemn respect hung in their stillness, a wordless agreement that I was the one to do it. Seven years. Forty-one missions. Nobody else had the right unless he did it himself.

I stepped forward because someone had to. Slowly. The warm wind carried a stench of toxins, animal waste, rot, and copper. My eyes watered. I couldn't tell if it was the smell or the weight of what was coming. My hand closed around the pistol grip, unlocking it from the holster. My heart felt heavy enough to drag my arm down. I spoke into my mic, "I'm doing it, my Queen."

Over the radio, beneath her silence, a faint facebot cooling fan whined. Stifling air rushing over metal, almost hypnotic. Her voice shattered the quiet with a crack. "Tick tock, soldier. Tick. Tock. Hurry the fuck up!"

Savior's head lowered, shoulders settling like he'd been waiting for this since the second his mistake slipped out. No fight in him. Only acceptance. For the first time, I saw him without a smile. That's the part that hurt the most.

"I won't make you do that," he said, steady and calm. Our bonds as commander and subordinate, respected colleagues, as friends: pressed against my ribs making my heart race. He looked at me, faintly smiling like he knew he'd broken something beyond repair. Then he took my weapon from me raised the barrel, pressed it to his lips, and squeezed the trigger without hesitation.

The plasma discharge lit the space between us, its heat stinging my skin. Burned flesh mixed with metallic static prickled the hair on my arms and neck. The back of his head vanished in a cloud of ash, the top of his skull falling with a sound like rock and wet bone on hard-packed dirt.

Sunlight dimmed as clouds swallowed it. His body folded onto the earth beside what remained. I stood trembling, forcing myself steady, then trembling again before locking it away. I was the leader now. No room for anything else.

The demolitions private stepped beside me, hand on my shoulder. I glanced at him once, then bent to take the pistol from Savior's limp fingers, unhooking the radio from his belt with my other hand.

"He's dead," I told Queen Marie, voice steady, the words distant, numb. A slow, bruising ache sat heavy in my chest, still searching for release.

The radio crackled with Hero Bacon's mocking tone, sharp and irreverent as ever. "Damn it, Marie. Why do you have to be such a tight-ass? Oh, wait, that's why he wouldn't fuck you." His chuckle rolled out like a challenge, clearly enjoying himself. "Unlike my team and me, we actually want to get behind you. We're all about that action. So, what's the plan? Going in one at a time, two at a time, or all at once? Do we bring our wives, make it an event?"

I rolled my shoulders, clenching my jaw against a grin threatening to break free. Fourteen years of watching Hero Bacon play this game. This dance of barbs and unspoken history had taught me to appreciate the weight beneath his bravado. He was Queen Marie's second consort, whether he liked it or not. She kept coming back to him despite him being tied to her best friend, StarRose. Their tangled past made every sharp word land with more than sarcasm; it was a complicated friendship born of shared chaos.

Around me, my team caught the thread of banter and smirked. Morale lifted by the absurdity of it all. Queen Marie, batshit insane and unrelenting, had a bizarre charm when her fury wasn't aimed directly. It was part of how we survived, how we kept our heads when everything threatened to fall apart.

Marie's voice crackled back, balancing offense and calm like a performance. "Hero, you know damn well you can fuck me. I'll even let your wife watch or join me with a kiss, I remember she's into that. Hell, yours is a team I can allow behind me." A brief, genuine giggle slid into her words before her tone snapped razor-sharp. "But no jokes now, Hero. I'm about to do some enhanced interrogation. Give me a few minutes. And I can't be in there blushing and smiling."

Her ability to shift teasing warmth one moment, ice-cold command the next changed the atmosphere instantly. We all understood the stakes. This wasn't a routine assignment; it was Marie's vendetta, wrapped tight in rage and loss. The morning briefing hammered it home: this mission meant everything to her, even if for us it was just a path to more promotion points.

The heat pressed down like a furnace, turning the surface into a cruel oven. I felt it seep into my bones as we waited, the air heavy with the sharp hum of facebot fans. A constant reminder of the cold sanctuary in the sky or underground. The only relief from this hell on Earth.

Then Marie's voice sliced through the silence again. "Team Six, lead officer, respond."

I straightened, voice steady. "Savior Nguyen was the man you had me kill. I'm the new lead for Team Six."

A pause. Then her voice, sharp but measured. "Very well, MSG Cho. I understand you'll be a man short. But your team is closest to my daughter, 38.53 Kilbourn. Take any kids you find. Temporarily imprison any adults. Let me know if you find my fucking ex-husband. And that last part goes for everyone."

Her words hit like a hammer. The personal fury wrapped around us all, even if to us it was just another job.

Marie's voice came again, crisp and commanding. "Team Eight, respond."

Hero Bacon's quick, mocking reply released some tension. "Yes, my queen."

The laughter that followed wasn't just relief; it was a reminder that beneath Marie's ruthless passion, she was still human. Part of the chaotic family we'd been forced into, even if the stakes were deadly serious.

Our teams spread across the city below, each covering a 1.5-mile sector. The city was a war-torn zone of chaos and destruction stretched across streets that was littered with nuclear fallout.

Marie's first words that morning lingered: "Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Today we're doing war crimes. Line up single file for execution if you aren't willing to play reindeer games."

Only one brave soul raised her hand. A woman in labor, four centimeters dilated and pants less. Marie teleported her instantly to the L&D floor without question. That woman shouldn't have had an assignment and asked permission to be excused. Even in this madness, some lines were drawn, and that was an accidental overstep, Marie excused her from this assignment.

The thick air pressed down as Marie's voice held that sharp edge of amused command. She didn't soften her tone. We learned early that guessing whether she was joking or deadly serious could mean the difference between walking away and not walking at all. Survival on a razor's edge, where a smile could mask a guillotine's blade.

I caught the subtle bounce in Marie's voice, amusement threading through her authority. Sometimes it was hard to tell if she was serious or just messing with us. "Oh, yay, even more reason to talk to you." That teasing lilt flickered briefly before she locked down her tone.

"Your team's tasked with picking up my sons. You're closest to the mansion, about one click northwest from your entry at 26.01 Dempster."

She continues, "The kids have free rein of the first and second basements. Daily operations are on the second floor, sleeping quarters for the help and guards on the third. The first floor's a chaotic mix of everything." No room for error, confusion and danger baked into every step.

"All other teams, you have your orders. Let's keep this clean. This is a sweep! I want minimum casualties. Before engaging with force, I get my permission so I can see the situation through the cameras in your helmets. I have six people monitoring and helping here in control, so stay on the radio. Green-light! Let's do this!"

Marie's call for "minimum casualties" clashed with instincts honed over countless missions. The norm was for us to be brutal and leave only a sole survivor, and no weapons remain and to loot all physical ammo. This is dangerous! Lycans were bred killers, relentless even as children, trained to tear apart anything in their way. Restraint during a full-scale invasion across forty teams and sixty miles felt like a cruel joke. Still, this was her war.

The weight of the order pressed down. We had to toe a razor-thin line between force and control. Every step inside their domain risked facing trained killers bred for carnage. Legends said even young Lycans, barely children, had claws sharpened by blood and battle. They were bloodthirsty, carnivorous, with a taste for human flesh. They captured humans for breeding, then feasted on our youth.

Legends also said that escaped humans bore a prosthetic tail drilled into the spine that exploded if they tried to flee. I believe it, Marie has an electro tail that she uses as a weapon casually shocking people for sexual reasons. I had never met a Lycan, prayed I never would. Today, I would. I hope that with a bullet on the other side of my rifle, one of us will die. I want the death to be quick.

The recruit stepped forward, excitement fading fast as the cold weight of responsibility settled on his shoulders. His face tightened, brows knitting with the sudden reality. Training hadn't prepared him for this. No simulation captured the raw pressure of real stakes. His voice trembled but stayed firm as he outlined the plan: disintegrate and displace a 10-meter round hole, 20 meters deep, for entry and exit. His fingers darted over the remote, punching in codes with nervous urgency.

"We aren't far enough. Unless someone's shielded, we'll get pelted with debris the size of babies," he warned, eyes flickering anxiously across the shattered terrain. His blunt words hit me hard, the mental image jarring. His grasp of scale was off. If he were a sniper, we'd hear boasts of shooting targets "ten thousand dicks away!" but here he was, fumbling calculations that still spelled danger for all of us. And while humorous, I am forced to take it seriously.

I blinked, caught off guard. "How far back to avoid that, maybe only get fist-sized debris or smaller?" I asked, grounding the conversation in terms I believed he could grasp.

He hesitated, hands trembling, confidence struggling to catch reality. "Another 10 meters, at least. But this is my first time doing this on Earth. Before today, only simulations." His raw admission hung heavy. He was only 16 to 18 years old. He's young and inexperienced, not stupid, he's doing his best.

I glanced at the teleporter, hoping for a simple solution. "Can you get us 20 meters back?"

He shook his head, frustration flickering. "Not strong enough. I can only move one person at a time, and I just learned how. Unless you want random missing limbs and items flying everywhere." Some powers came late. He was untrained, muscle memory still developing, but training. He couldn't have been older than 18-20 years old, a tiny amount of experience he still has less than 5 missions completed and 1 was a failure for getting shot in the head and almost dying.

We moved on foot, retreating twenty meters behind the rusted carcass of a mech, about 30 years old. A broken monument to past wars being reclaimed by the land including bushes that slowly devour metal. Just another scar on this ravaged planet. The tension twisted inside me; muscles coiled. I was very much not ready.

The recruit's voice cut through the radio, shaky but steady. "Control. Do I have a go on the fireworks?" His tone grounded, steady but unsure, heart racing beneath it all.

Control answered, "We're a go, Private. Tell your MSG he's greenlit for his portion."

BOOM. The explosion tore through the still air, shattering silence into chaos. The shockwave rattled my insides even from this distance. Baby-sized chunks of concrete, limestone, dolomite, shale, dirt, grenade-sized rocks, and twisted metal streaked through the sky like jagged missiles. Far too many to dodge.

All seven of us locked arms in a tight circle, a chain of brothers and sisters. The ground shuddered beneath our boots while the sky blurred with earth and stone. We stared up through dust and debris at the upheaval raining down like the apocalypse. Survival was the only thing that mattered.

I unleashed my power. A glowing green shield enveloping us all traveling through our entire bodies. My official role didn't matter. This power was mine, and I'd use it to protect everyone I could! Rocks, concrete, and rebar slammed against the shield, hitting with brutal force, but none of us faltered. Even when struck in the face or back. One piece of rebar embedded itself in Jenifer's rucksack and her back, she didn't flinch, protected by the shield I held she didn't feel it.

As the storm settled, I dropped the shield and asked, "Is everyone but her alright?"

Dust drifted as hands brushed off grit, but she shot me a glare sharp enough to cut steel. "There's nothing wrong with me, Ken! Fucking asshole. Just because you didn't want me here doesn't mean I'm weak now or was before this started!" She was fierce, always ready to fight for her place. I knew part of it came from not wanting this mission marked as a failure on her record due to injury.

I grinned, reaching behind her pack to grab the sixty centimeters of rebar lodged there. My attention was on her now. I spun her around roughly. Teasing but not cruel. I was comfortable with her in a way that let me cross lines, maybe because I'd had a crush on her longer than her sister had on me. I applied with the state to be her boyfriend; they gave me her sister who applied for me instead even though they don't look alike.

"This doesn't feel like bone Jen. Is bone supposed to be dark gray? Feels more like, iron rebar. You usually eat that much iron, or is this your new superpower? Hemochromatosis, huh? Is that what's going on here, Jenny?"

Spinning her again, she uses the momentum to kick my side. I released my grip, and she swung a punch at me. I dodged her punch, closing in. We are face to face sharing the same breath. She blushes as she tries to argue with me, but she sounds so unsure of herself, "That was disrespectful as fuck! Don't spin me like that! We don't dance! I'm not into you like that! Go dance with my sister! Asshole." Her sparring has always kept me in check, but I discovered years ago she stopped trying to harm me when I stepped closer, the teasing always fading into something softer and eventually she would just be in silence and I'd step away, all ill intent dispelled.

My powers rippled beneath my skin, reaching out with a gentle touch to her cheek. Her skin glowed a deep purple not the green of my usual shield, but the hue of a direct healing shield meant to stop further harm. "Jen, that would've killed you if my powers weren't running through you," I said quietly, steady despite the heat and sharing breath with her as she tries not to smile. "You'll glow violet, fading to green over time. Two hours before soreness hits, then three more hours before the powers wear off and bleeding starts. Hit med bay now. Normally, I don't give orders even out-ranking you, but you crossed a line professionally trying to fight me. Hand over your electro-boxes, and I'll tell Control you need medical help. Do you understand me, Ms. Jennifer?"

She blushed faintly, hiding a small smile that flickered before she caught herself. The warmth from our breath and my power flowing to her hung between us in this quiet moment. A quiet reminder that beneath the bickering, there was trust. She had a love-hate thing with me. We fought, sparred, but she trusted me with her sister and on 7 missions prior, her life. She'd seen enough to know I was ready for this leadership role. Even without Savior above me this time, I'd lead before, so this was nothing special.

She handed over her electro-boxes, shame and anger tightening her features. Turning away, she muttered, "Don't ever spin me again, disrespectful motherfucker. I don't know what my fucking sister sees in you." I know she's lying, I never told my fiancé, but she kissed me once when she got drunk. But even now she owned every step, every swing of her hips. Far more fire and passion
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