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  For my community, who save me from trying to hunt alone.
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  Chapter One


The Fox chased her prey through the burrows of earth
Caught xem at last with blood on her fur
Xe’ll hurt no one again, for what good that’s worth
Can’t say the same for her- Orfeus’s notes

Orfeus strode into the hangar full of bikes and found Faolan already standing there, glaring at her. 
Orfeus came up short despite herself, then adjusted the drape of her crimson cloak, arching her eyebrows at him. “It’s only a routine mission.”
He inclined his head just a little, unable to help it. That was the worst part: Faolan the Wolf, bounty hunter and fanatic, wolf-masked and surly—Faolan, painfully loyal, hated that she had become Leader and would follow her to the death anyway.
She didn’t plan to let him.
“You didn’t tell me,” Faol said, bordering the line of insolence.
Orfeus spread her arms. “I’m the leader, aren’t I?” she said, deliberately not giving the word enough emphasis just to make his eye twitch in annoyance. “I’ll tell you what you need to know.”
He glared at the ground instead of her, hands clenched into fists. The gauntlet digging into one arm was presently dormant, with no sharplight claws springing out of it. Those were deadly enough to sever Orfeus’s head from her shoulders and once, they nearly had. She shivered at the memory, close enough to touch.
Faolan gave a fraction of a frown and relaxed his posture, stretching out his hands, deliberately nonthreatening.
“There’s no reason for concern,” Orfeus said softer. “I’m bringing some of our best. The Shark, the Ocelot. And it’ll be a good testing ground for the new kid.”
“Not a blooding ground,” Faol said, nearly too quiet to hear. The no-kill-contract policy was one of many bones of contention between them.
“If I’m the Leader, I make the rules,” Orfeus said, and Faolan bowed his head silently, hating her. She flashed her teeth in a wintry smile and strode past him, making sure her cloak billowed. She was aware of the imposing figure she cut, what with her height and cape and necklace of teeth, her copper-coloured fox mask, the knives at her hip.
She hated this far more than he did.
Orfeus mounted her bike and powered up without waiting for the others to arrive. They would.
This one part, she liked. Orfeus leaned over the handlebars and gunned it. The bike sped over the hangar floor, gathering speed as she headed for the vast glass doors. They unfolded before her like possibilities, and the bike jetted out into nothingness.
For a moment she hung there alone in blue sky with the looming black menace of the base, her base, rising up behind her like the shadow of a moon. Then she dropped, fast and faster, wind tugging at her short curls and flaring the edges of her cape so she had to cling to the bike to stay on.
They fell in beside her, one after the other. The Shark, Tai, shot her his familiar grin and sped ahead of her. The Ocelot, Juana, followed Orfeus to cover her back—the position Faol would take, if they ever went on missions together any more. Sliding in last in an odd boxy hovercraft was her newest recruit, the Velvet Worm.
Orfeus had to admit she hadn’t understood the menace in that particular predator at first, nowhere near as obvious as the others. Tai’s grey shark mask looked positively deadly, covering the top half of his face with its stylised teeth and pitted eyes, and so did Juana’s wildcat snarl. But the insectoid mask got more intimidating the more Orfeus looked at it, with its long antennae and bladed jaws.
Maybe Luga wouldn’t have allowed it when he was Leader, but Luga was dead, his blood sticky on her hands: his sword in her hands, then in his hands, in his stomach. His body on the floor and Faolan staring over at her.
Empty space beckoned.
Orfeus clicked fast at the handle and the hoverbike shot small jets to slow her fall, letting her arc out into a smooth descent down into the forested world below. Tai’s flight pattern was quick and sharp, Juana all gracefulness. The Velvet Worm’s flyer dropped heavily below them for several more metres before the engines sent it sputtering back up. None of their bikes could sustain true flight for long, but that was the benefit of having an airbase: altitude. The wings could recharge them, anyway, when the batteries ran low on longer missions.
Her fang earring, the flesh of her ear fused seamlessly over it where her Blood had healed the damage, gave her a sting. Over the communicator Faolan said, her voice emotionless, “Come in slow and easy. The man who broke hospitality codes was running a wayhouse called the Opal’s Own. You should find him somewhere near Opalescent.”
Orfeus rolled her eyes, leaning low over her bike as if she could speed away from her in any more than a literal sense. “I know, Wolf.”
Orfeus could almost hear Faol’s shrug. “Sometimes you don’t know how things are done.”
Orfeus gritted her teeth. Before she could reply, her earring stung again and a voice, mumbling but enthusiastic, said, “I don’t have any complaints about your conduct, Leader!”
Orfeus drove in silence for a moment or two, sketching a loop as they approached the dense forest below. “Thank you, Velvet Worm,” she said once she’d mastered her irritation. “That’s very kind.”
“You’re welcome!” ey said.
“But really, Faol? You had to put that out to everyone?”
“Anyone might make mistakes,” came her familiar growl, and then, “Stay safe down there. And get your kill.” A sting as the call ended.
Orfeus gritted her teeth. There was no reason to still call them kills.
Half a mile away, the town of Opalescent offered variety from the rolling woods, the glimmering lake that gave the town its name reflecting bright and dazzling up into her eyes, but the wayhouse was some distance from that. Orfeus circled, figuring out her approach. The convenience of landing near town wouldn’t make up for the risk of being seen by their prey.
Slow and easy then. Fine.
She led the little convoy down into the woods, sliding easily beneath the canopy like stepping into a bath. All was thick and green for a few moments, then cleared out into green-dappled light, the bikes looping lazily around one vast trunk before coming in to settle lightly as leaves on the forest floor.
Orfeus hopped off her bike, leaving it there. These days, they didn’t bother with hiding them. The others followed suit, Velvet Worm’s thick transport thudding heavily into the ground, Tai’s bike skidding a line through the leaves probably for the hell of it before coming to a stop.
“I’m excited to use my slime tech,” Velvet Worm said as they all dismounted.
Orfeus’s mouth twitched up despite herself. “Think first and shoot later.” She glanced around. The forest looked similar in most directions, green and warmly shadowed.
“Bomb first, address your questions to the corpses,” Tai murmured.
Orfeus wavered on the edge of saying: This won’t be like Tinctora.
She wouldn’t. Too severe a reaction to an offhand joke. She had to be a good Leader, for now, and a good leader wouldn’t drag all her past trauma out into the light. A good leader wouldn’t mention the fact that the bounty hunters she was leading into battle had hunted her once, too.
She bit her tongue on that as she did many things, too literally in this case. She could almost feel her Blood in her veins, surging around the spot, wanting to heal. No. The taste of blood in her mouth fitted well this bitter work.
“Juana?” Orfeus said respectfully. She was by far the best tracker of all of them.
“Some time I must show you a proper jungle,” the Ocelot said. She stepped in front of Orfeus, even that simple movement lithe and graceful, her sleek black hair swinging. “These trees are far too small.”
“I’m glad of anywhere the Green is growing,” Orfeus said, trying to keep her footsteps light as she followed. Her boots were new, quiet as a whisper.
“A woman of peace!” Juana said.
They walked for a few minutes in silence, and Tai didn’t even make any jokes: come mission-time he went quiet and deadly, all formidable intent. Orfeus could admire that. It took effort to keep witticisms from her tongue, effort not to talk. It helped that the others were subordinates and couldn’t be friends.
Juana held up her arm. A wooden roof was visible through the trees ahead of them. Orfeus crouched and eyed it.
There were ways she could play this, angles to take to lure out their quarry, we are simple travellers, come seeking respite. But Orfeus was tired of lying and she was in the mood right now for people to be afraid.
So they went forward soft-footed as shadows doing dark business, but dressed in the full regalia of the Order of the Vengeful Wild, armoured and masked.
The building ahead of them was likely the Opal’s Own. It had an ancient look to it, not in the structure itself—the wood was hewn within the last decade, and showed no disrepair—but in the surrounds. There was an ancient well made of crumbling bricks and places where the greenery grew oddly, as though walls once stood there. Perhaps in the pre-Brink world this had been a bustling town or even a city, before the cities condensed and towered up.
Now it was a wayhouse. The door was open in welcome, which was as close to a universal sign as wayhouses came. No solar panels adorned the roof, not in this dense forest, but one small windmill blade sprouted out of an upstairs room, charmingly askew. The building probably drew most of its power from the watermills in Opalescent. As they got closer, Orfeus could see that the shutters were painted and the front windows lined with boxes of wilting flowers.
A charming inn. Not somewhere one expected several travellers and locals to have been viciously tortured.
They had best make damn sure this wayhouse keeper was the one they sought, and truly guilty, but if he was the culprit, then Orfeus was almost tempted to lift her no-kill policy. Hospitality codes weren’t to be broken lightly. Horror twisted in her guts at the thought.
“Boss, do we go in?” Velvet Worm whispered. Orfeus disliked most of this job, but being called boss wasn’t bad.
Orfeus kept her face expressionless, distant. She strode to the door.
“We’re hunters of the Order of the Wild,” she said. “We go where we please.”
She flung the door open.
Inside, it was cosy and quiet. Though harvesting timber was allowed in this area, none of the furniture matched: each of the several long tables was of different make, different height, the chairs of different woods and sizes. Braids of garlic and bags of onions hung from the ceiling beams in one corner.
A short and unremarkable person straightened up from where they’d been concealed behind the bar to frown at them.
Velvet Worm stepped forward and flared out both eir hands. Slime erupted from the nodes in the arms of eir suit, shooting forward to coat the unfortunate stranger. In barely a moment the slime had covered them, thick and mostly transparent, like spiderweb. They were reduced to a terrified lump.
“No!” Orfeus said. She shot Velvet a glare—she could deal with em later—and vaulted over the bar. There were no concealed weapons on this side, not really, just a hammer and some nails. The stranger stared at her.
“Friend, we are so very sorry,” she said smoothly, crouching down to examine the bonds. She shot Velvet another glare for good measure. “Do you have a solvent for these?”
Velvet Worm’s face was unreadable behind the mask as ey crouched down opposite her, but ey said, “Yes,” in an ashamed mumble and passed it over.
Orfeus drizzled the liquid over the thick ropes of slime, wrinkling her nose at the sharply chemical scent. She plunged her hand forward, ignoring Velvet’s slight wince, and clawed at the substance. It came away easily where the solvent had touched, and she got the stranger’s face free and their arms and shoulders. There she stopped, for now.
“My colleague forgot that we ask questions first and shoot later,” Orfeus said kindly. “Who are you?”
Their eyes darted in terror to the gun at her hip: it wasn’t obvious at first glance that it was only a tasegun. Orfeus smiled broader.
They swallowed convulsively, smooth throat bobbing. “I’m just the handyman, over at the town,” he said. He ran a hand over his sweating face. “I don’t, I don’t—our leader Faustine sent me to try and grab him, get proof for you, but he wasn’t here.” He stared up at her, muddy brown eyes begging her to believe him.
Orfeus nodded amicably.
“He wasn’t here,” the handyman repeated, dropping his gaze. When he looked up again, his eyes were fiery. “I swear he’s the one, though, I swear it. My sister Sandrin, she told me, she hasn’t been the same since he …” He trailed off and swallowed again, painfully. “I swear it.”
Orfeus didn’t bother to tell him that before she came along, the Order didn’t care about proof. “So all of you in the town know what this wayhouse keeper’s been doing?” she said. “To your people and to strangers? You’re sure it’s him?”
“Nearly sure,” he said, quiet. “We—no one thought it could be true. Not Everett. He’s, he was my friend, but she saw him, plain as day.”
Orfeus nodded. After a moment of silence, she sighed. “What does he look like?”
“Oh,” the handyman said. He wiped another hand over his face, pulling the last strands of slime off his eyebrows and nose. “Dark-haired, taller than me. He had a beard last I saw him. Some salt mixed in with the pepper.” He closed his eyes. “Always had a bowl of soup for people in need, like a kindly old uncle …”
He lurched forward and gagged, but didn’t throw up. He wiped his mouth.
“Is that a side-effect of your formula?” Orfeus said, mildly enough.
“No,” Velvet said, sounding offended.
So this Everett truly had done horrors, or whatever small-town folk thought of as that. “Thank you,” Orfeus said, standing up. “Your name, friend?”
“Albich,” he said. “Albich Bierch.” His gaze went to the slime that still encased him.
Orfeus held out her hand. She wasn’t like Faolan, didn’t have arms that bulged with augmented muscle or a gauntlet that dug into her very skin. Just capable hands with long clever fingers. It still took Albich a long time before he reached up a shaking hand to grasp hers.
She stepped back to haul him up. Between the two of them Albich pulled free of the columns of gunk that clung to his legs.
He stooped and picked up the hammer, using the prongs on one side to pull the last strands of slime away from his leather apron and the coarse fabric of his skirt. Tai tensed slightly when Albich picked the hammer up. Orfeus held up one hand to stay him.
“Odd that you came to investigate a hospitality criminal with a toolkit,” she said. Albich gave a self-conscious grimace.
“My cover was to … fix some things,” he said. He waved the hammer then stopped, looking appalled, and dropped it. As if he only just realised it could be taken as a threat.
“There is much in this world that must be fixed,” Orfeus said and frowned around the room. Where could he have gone, if he was here? They could search the town, next, and then the woods, but that wasn’t efficient.
“Ah,” Albich said. “Excuse me, ah. Patron Fox?”
She turned to him, eyes invisible behind the eyeslits of her mask, all snarl and pricked ears. “Madame,” she said, “but Orfeus is fine. Yes?”
“I did find this.” He pushed a faded rug to one side with his boot, revealing an uneven panel of wood of a different grain and colour than the floor surrounding it. “Not my work,” he added, sounding disapproving. There were grains of sawdust settled in the lines of the panel, outlining a trapdoor.
Orfeus eyed it, then glanced around the rest of Opal’s Own. This was probably their best shot.
“Sandrin, my sister, she mentioned … chambers. Underground.” Albich picked up the hammer again to twist it between his hands. “She was nearly incoherent …”
“Underground,” Orfeus muttered. She clapped Albich on the shoulder, unable to summon her planned smile when he flinched back. “Fear not, the Order is on the case.”
She stepped back. After a moment, with a snort, Juana levered the trapdoor up, revealing stairs and looming darkness beyond.
Orfeus didn’t want to go underground again.
But she went down the stairs, slow and stately. She could hear the familiar footsteps of the other hunters following her, and that was some reassurance. Last time, the bad time, she’d been alone.
The shaft of light coming through the trapdoor only illuminated about a metre of tunnel before it faded into dimness. Orfeus stomped her boots against the ground in a dance step, one-two, then held up her hand. Her Blood activated at the cue, summoning a glowing orb of reddish light that hovered above her palm.
The tunnel was earth, shored up with wooden beams every few metres. Sconces set into the wall were empty of torches. Perhaps he was prepared.
“Step carefully,” Orfeus said, proud of how level her voice sounded.
Five metres, ten. The tunnels under Eldergrove had been nothing like this, really. They were metal, and it hadn’t even been the tunnels where things went wrong, where Significance O’Hallow betrayed her and held her captive. What would you lose first, your clever tongue or your clever hands?
Orfeus held up her other hand and clicked her fingers. Another orb of light hovered over that palm, sending red light ruthlessly into the shadows, digging them out.
Tai fell into step beside her. “Is it him?” he said quietly as they walked through the dark.
The scared handyman, sweat on his face. “Might be,” Orfeus said. A fairly classic diversion, if ‘Albich’ was their real prey, to send them off on a chase into the dark. Perhaps the trapdoor would be boarded up when they returned, or the wayhouse in flames.
They walked on anyway. She’d rather not risk splitting up. With prey as dangerous as this, it was best to hunt as a pack.
The scent of earth was damp and clean. Orfeus should like that, should find all things of the Honoured Earth sacred, but she was trapped down in the dark and she didn’t want to do this any more. She was sick of this whole bloody business, sick of pushing herself past her limits again and again. It had been six months since Significance tortured her: she should be over it by now, but it sometimes felt like she was still down there, like she’d never come out again.
Orfeus dropped her hand, letting one light fade, and rested it on her trusty knife Foxfang. Real steel, not a sharplight cauterknife, for when you wanted your enemy to bleed.
There was a line of light ahead. After another few metres, they came to a door, light leaking out through the gap beneath.
Orfeus kicked it open.
Inside, it was better lit. Electric coil lights glowed from each wall, the pile of torches that had been removed from the tunnel sitting in a box in one corner. An algae light hung from the centre of the ceiling to purify the air. Perfectly responsible energy usage.
There were chains on the walls, hanging vacant. Sitting placidly on a stand was a boxy device that might be for recording.
Orfeus’s palm stung, and she uncurled her fingers slowly. Her nails had bitten deep into her flesh.
Someone sat on a chair against the far wall, probably their prey. He turned in the chair with a smirk that twisted into panic when he saw them.
He had black hair, clipped short, with a beard that was more grey than black. His lined face was handsome, trustworthy. He came to his feet at the sight of them. “You aren’t from Opalescent.”
“No,” Orfeus agreed. “We aren’t such easy prey.”
Everett took a step back, pressing against the wall. “They sent the Wild after me?” he said. “Barbarians. Animals.”
Orfeus prowled a step forward. She felt dangerous. She felt furious. She smiled. “What is it you get up to down here, Everett?”
He glanced at the bed then back at her and shrugged. “Nothing you can prove,” he said, attempting a smile. “I burned the recordings.”
Orfeus took another step forward. “The recordings.”
“Anyway, they deserved it. They enjoyed it, really,” Everett said, and Orfeus rested her hand on her knife. So tempting to draw the blade.
Instead she sighed and said, “Velvet, now’s a good time.”
Silence for a moment, and then, “Oh!” said Velvet Worm. Ey stepped forward with hands raised. Everett dived to one side, but the slime caught him anyway, wrapping around him and freezing him in place with one leg still raised.
This time Velvet left his face free, which Orfeus personally considered a mistake. “Opalescent has no magistrate fit to convict me,” Everett snarled. His eyes bulged: anger, or maybe Velvet’s slime had some constricting effect. “I can get out. I’ll just start again.”
He probably would, too. No killing. “Shark,” Orfeus said, feeling sick. “Or Ocelot. One of you. Hamstring him, and … blindfold him, maybe, make it so he can’t see.” Even wounded, he might lash out. This would make it harder for him to get to a weapon.
Juana stepped forward competent and quick, a knife in each hand like the claws of a cat. She slashed in one easy motion over the back of his legs, and Everett’s scream echoed out pained and real.
Hardly the first scream these walls had seen. Orfeus curled her hands restlessly, making the motions for half a dozen Blood tricks without quite casting them.
The slime reformed sluggishly over the cuts Juana had made in it, which was impressive. Orfeus would have some praise for Velvet after this mission as well as reprimands. Juana straightened and, with a careless flick of her wrist, swiped her knife over Everett’s forehead, a shallow cut so the blood ran down into his eyes.
Orfeus wanted to grab his chin and force his head up, but she didn’t want to touch him. “That was for Sandrin,” Orfeus hissed. Juana shot her a quick look, then turned aside. “That was for Albich, who was your friend.”
At that, Everett struggled, trying to square his shoulders. “I never touched him!” he said. Blood flowed freely into his eyes, down his nose, dripping from his chin. “I’m not like that.”
Tai made an odd noise, halfway between a laugh and a snarl. “Oh?” Orfeus said, gritting her teeth as she forced herself to wrap her arm under his shoulders, ready to drag him along and up with them. If she was making her hunters do the wounding, she could do the carrying. She’d never expected to find a relic like this man, practicing ancient bigotry that had somehow survived when so many more deserving things were long extinct.
Everett bit back a howl as his feet dragged along the floor. Orfeus turned her head away.
“I’m like that,” Orfeus said, “I’m like a lot of things. I fancy people my gender and other genders and dangerous people who could kill me if they wanted, but they don’t. And you?” She hauled him grimly towards the door. “You’re a millennium outdated if you think that’s worse than what you do.”
He made a small noise, barely a gasp, the tiniest no.
She pulled him through. “Chains and knives are all very well if the person agrees with them, but you like it when they don’t agree, don’t you?” Orfeus propped him against the wall of the tunnel and grinned, sharp and mirthless. “We don’t kill any more, but be careful. For you, I might just make an exception.”
Juana and Tai and Velvet stood quietly, watching her. Awaiting her lead. Orfeus glanced back through the open door. The chains, the too-familiar tools of torture.
She looked at the Shark. “Burn it like you burned Tinctora.”
Tai hesitated, mouth open as if to say something. Then he nodded. “Tell me when you’re at least twenty metres ahead,” he said and turned to the door, patting through his belts of explosives and smoke bombs to find the right one.
Orfeus hauled Everett on and on through the tunnel. It felt longer this time, endless. She was sick of being in the dark.
Juana touched her earring and said, “We’re clear.” Not really true, they were still underground, but Orfeus had come out from underground once before.
A wait of a few seconds, and then a long low boom behind them. The walls of the tunnel shook, earth pattering down from above. Everett moaned in fear. Orfeus dragged him along, lips pressed thin in irritation. She wanted to patch his wounds so he didn’t bleed out. She wanted to take out her knife and give him some new ones, because the kind of wounds he’d inflicted on innocents down here weren’t so easily healed.
Tai jogged up to join them, his dirt-smeared face bright with a grin. Silently Orfeus and her hunters walked through the tunnel, Juana helping Orfeus with Everett once they reached the stairs.
Out, out into the light, though no doubt this wayhouse had seen some foul things too.
Up in the Opal’s Own, they had a welcoming committee. Albich stood to one side looking awkward, though at least he’d gotten the last of the slime off. Five others stood there, dressed in faded brown clothes with a few bright spots of colour, necklaces of shells and polished glass. The woman at the head of the group was older than the others, with calloused hands and bright blue eyes.
Orfeus gave her a respectful nod. “Madame Faustine, I presume?” she said and Faustine gave a nod back, shorter. Orfeus tugged Everett forward, then—fuck it—kicked him hard in the back so he keeled over, face hitting the floor of his wayhouse. “We collected some refuse for you, as requested.”
Faustine gave Everett one quick, sharp look. That look combined sorrow and rage. He must have been well-liked in this town once.
Orfeus couldn’t fathom throwing something like that away, but then, she’d burned plenty of bridges behind her. A hunter had no right to hypocrisy.
Faustine stepped forward without a trace of the hesitation Albich had shown to warmly shake Orfeus’s hand. “Thank you,” Faustine said. “We weren’t sure you would come, or that you could help, but we hoped …”
Orfeus gave a tired smile, strained at the edges. After the appropriate time, she pulled her hand back. “Ma’am, you’re welcome, but we’re nothing but glorified bounty hunters.”
Faustine met her gaze sternly, eyes daring Orfeus to look away. “Sometimes hope needs teeth.”
With that, she stepped back and nodded to her people. A few townsfolk gingerly lifted Everett up. Others hovered nearby, ready if he tried anything.
Orfeus told the town leader, “Be careful.”
“We know.” Faustine crossed her arms, business-like. “Now. How can we repay this debt?”
Orfeus sighed. She hated this kind of detail, though they had to live somehow. “If any of you have treasures you feel like giving to us, we’ll accept them,” she said. “Otherwise, a little food, if you have to spare.”
“That can be done and done gladly, and is too small a price,” Faustine said. Orfeus shrugged, and the older woman sighed. She looked at Albich, at each of the townsfolk in turn, then nodded decisively. “Fox, you will always, always have a friend in our town.”
Technically Orfeus wasn’t the Fox any more. Technically, she was just the Leader. She shouldn’t be wearing her mask and going on hunts. Probably she should be sitting on Luga’s old throne in the base right now, wearing his crown of twisted antlers.
In Luga’s time, the Order would simply have let the town fear them, claiming back on the debt whenever they needed it and without asking nicely. Things were better now, she hoped.
“That’s kind,” Orfeus said. Faustine went with the others as they hauled Everett out, hopefully to some form of justice. Albich lingered, gathering up some nails, and Orfeus tugged at her lip, then went over to him.
He startled badly at the sight of her, spilling nails on the floor. “Madame Fox!”
“Orfeus,” Orfeus said tiredly.
“Mademoiselle Fox?” he tried, voice lifting high in question.
She gave up on that. “I have a carpenter friend you might like,” she said. Albich frowned in confusion. “Do you have a Hub here?” He nodded. “Good. That’s good. I can give you his information. I just think it might help, if you need to talk about …” Her mind veered away from the word, but sometimes it was the only word there was. Orfeus sighed. “Trauma.”
“No!” Tai said, inexplicably. Orfeus arched an incredulous look at him. “There’s no need for that,” he muttered. “But fine, Leader.”
She’d have to talk to him later. Before she ascended in rank, they’d nearly been friends.
That was after he’d burned half her hometown down, of course, so on the bright side, surely that meant their relationship could recover from anything.
Orfeus took one of the plants from the window-box, a straggling poppy, to add to her collection. Without another word exchanged, they left the folk of Opalescent to their justice. The prey was delivered, the job done. The flight back up to the base was silent save for the wind whipping in her ears.
“Velvet,” she said as they rode into the hangar. Velvet’s shoulders hunched like ey expected a far more violent reprimand than Orfeus planned. She sighed.
Juana and Tai clasped their arms together in a complex handshake, slapping palms and nudging shoulders, before heading their separate ways. Orfeus coasted her bike into its charging station and stood. Velvet Worm took longer, with eir larger, clunkier craft.
“You keep backup of your glue stuff in that?” Orfeus said, gesturing to it.
“Yes.” Velvet pulled off eir mask to blink at her with unsure eyes. Eir black hair stuck up at odd angles from under it. Ey had a small, worried mouth and a birthmark on one cheek that bloomed like a plum. “Also it’s—I made it large enough to carry back a person, or more than one. If I catch them. It’s, so I can incapacitate, without injuring.”
Orfeus liked that. She rested one hand lightly on eir shoulder. “I’m sure you already know what I want to talk about.”
Ey nodded, shamefaced. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”
“Hey, now,” she said, letting her hand drop. She really wasn’t used to being the authority figure. Authority figures used to be what she rebelled against. “No harm done, Albich is fine. Just remember next time not to shoot before you know the situation, if you can help it and no one’s in danger.”
Velvet nodded, mouth firming. She had a worrying feeling ey was about to take those words as doctrine.
“My first mission, I made a real hash of it,” Orfeus said.
“This was my third,” Velvet mumbled.
Orfeus shrugged. “Third time’s the charm? Velvet—” She stopped, derailed. “Is there a reason I don’t know your name?”
Ey slid the mask back on over eir forehead. “I haven’t … chosen one yet.”
“I don’t mean a hunter’s name,” Orfeus said, a little confused, and ey glanced away, shoulders hunching.
Right.
Orfeus gentled her tone. “You don’t have to take on a new name when you join, but if it’s the excuse you need, or the right time … feel free. I’m happy to brainstorm if you like. I arrived at Orfeus pretty young.”
Ey smiled at her hesitantly. “I am going through old dictionaries,” ey said, which, sure, that was one way to do it. “But … thank you, Orfeus.”
Orfeus dipped an elaborate bow, and Velvet laughed, a low warm sound. Ey was an alright kid, really. Hopefully ey wouldn’t turn out as damaged as most of her hunters were.
“Orfeus,” Velvet said before she could leave. She turned, lifting her eyebrows at em. Ey swallowed. “I do think you’re a good Leader,” ey said. Orfeus merely smiled instead of disagreeing.
She didn’t plan to be Leader much longer.
She scooped up the potted plant and walked through the corridors, making sure to swagger in case anyone saw her. The training room was on the way to her extravagant quarters, and she stopped by the door to glance in.
Faolan was in there, of course, beating the ever-living hell out of the practice dummies. Orfeus set the plant down and entered.
Faolan cocked her head when Orfeus came in, but finished her round of blows, slamming cloth-wrapped fists into the mannequin. Throat, then stomach, then groin, then stomach, then a kick at the head—he must have been training with Juana. He stepped back, panting, and looked over at her.
“Did you get him?” Faol said bluntly.
Orfeus eyed the mannequin as she approached. They’d need to get a replacement one soon. That was Faolan’s luxury, because of course it was: why have cocoa or a cat when you could have limitless destruction. “Of course we got him.”
Faol started unwrapping the bindings from her hands, not looking at Orfeus. “Alive?”
“Naturally.”
Faol hung the wraps over one shoulder and turned to Orfeus, expression ferocious. Sweat made strands of black hair cling to her forehead. “And does that creature deserve to still live?”
Orfeus was used to Faol’s face under the mask now, pale skin and intense eyes. She was used to the sight of it twisted with hatred. “I’m not the judge of that,” Orfeus said calmly.
Faolan growled at her, actually growled. One of his odd habits. “You’re despicable,” he said as if he couldn’t help himself. “No proper Leader. No proper hunter at all.”
“There was a time you didn’t think that,” Orfeus said, mildly enough, and he strode forward, eyes digging into her hot and angry.
“Don’t throw that back at me,” he spat. “If I could have wanted someone else, I would. It’s not my choice.”
Of course he wouldn’t choose Orfeus. “Keep telling yourself that,” Orfeus said, and tossed her head just so. Her hair was too short now for the gesture to have its full weight, but—
Faol growled and surged forward, kissing her hungrily, demandingly. Orfeus grinned into his mouth and nipped lightly at his lips, then settled her hands on his shoulders, giving an appreciative squeeze before pushing him back, back, till she had her Wolf pinned against the wall. She kissed him soft and chaste, and he squirmed restlessly in her grasp. He opened his mouth to her, hot and panting, sliding his tongue over her lips.
Orfeus drew back an inch, tangling her hand in Faol’s long hair and giving it a tug. “Your quarters or mine this time?” she breathed.
“Mine,” Faolan growled against her lips, and Orfeus could almost pretend she meant something else.
“Lead the way,” Orfeus said with a little bow, and Faol kissed her again, even if it was only to shut her up.






  
  Chapter Two 


Worst of the shadows that lurks in the Green
Best of us, dear wolf—
Damn it all, this isn’t anything. The words will come back eventually, won’t they? If I leave, will the songs come back?- Orfeus's notes

The thing with Faolan was a mistake. Orfeus was well aware of that. 
He had kissed her once, tender and yearning, after they’d taken down Significance O’Hallow. That time, Faol kissed like he’d never kissed anyone before and never wanted to. Like Orfeus was the first and only thing that mattered.
And then that night Luga died, thrusting the sword into his own chest when it became clear he couldn’t convince Orfeus to kill him in the proper brutal Order way. Luga the old Leader, Luga who was practically Faolan’s father. Orfeus let him die and let the Order think she’d killed him, so she could become Leader. How else could she try to make something good of this pack of monsters?
Orfeus would never forget the look on Faol’s face when he saw. That sight, his eyes wide and mouth dropping open and the slow step back: surely some of the old poems and songs she’d memorised had been erased from her mind for her to be able to still bring that moment back, again and again, in such perfect clarity.
For the next two months they strode the halls hating each other, Faolan following Orfeus’s orders and glaring holes into her back, until almost inevitably they fell into bed.
It was a selfish thing Orfeus was doing. Aside from his hatred, Faol was the most loyal hunter she had. It had been Faol who initiated it, yet still this relationship was uneven. Unhealthy. Did Faolan know she could say no whenever she wished? Orfeus hoped so but couldn’t be sure. Couldn’t quite be sure, and yet still she dove into his arms and took any comfort she could against the harsh world. Hungry and greedy, she had no plans to stop.
And here they were.
Faol’s quarters were smaller than Orfeus’s, but larger than the little cupboard Orfeus had when she first arrived. Three rooms, the first a place to sit and eat or think, with a wolf pelt hung up on the wall next to Faol’s fearsome collection of weapons. Orfeus was familiar with this room by now, but more familiar with his bed.
She tugged him there now, peeling off his workout shirt as Faolan, brow furrowed in concentration, struggled with the straps of Orfeus’s light armour.
“The mission was awful,” Orfeus said. They were always awful, either dreary with routine or stained with blood. She stepped back to give him room and Faolan got the straps free: her armour fell to the floor, breastplate and then the segments from her arms, legs and shoulders. Orfeus stepped over it to kiss Faol again, pushing her more gently against the wall, tugging at her hair. It was nearly long enough to tie back now. “People are awful.” Orfeus kissed her neck, tasting the sweat there. “What we do is awful, and everything is awful, and that’s all there is.”
“All?” Faol said, the puff of his breath light against her hair. Faol stepped to one side, and Orfeus backed away and let her.
Faolan picked up the plant Orfeus had left by the door and settled it on a bench. She filled a bottle in the washroom and watered it.
Orfeus watched this, charmed. “And you told me you were a poor gardener.”
His shoulders went rigid for a moment, and he cast her a wide-open look, face soft with surprise. “You remember that?”
Orfeus pressed her hands to her thighs and shrugged. Think of something. “That was back when I was still terrified of you and how easily you killed,” she said, which wasn’t untrue. Faolan gripped the bottle of water tightly enough it let out a sad little wheeze of air.
She put it carefully down.
“But no,” Orfeus said. “I know that’s not all. I know, really.”
Faol stepped forward, slower now. His undershirt was stained with sweat, straining with muscle. A compact chest and broad arms and the notch in his arm where his gauntlet dug in. She shouldn’t find every single thing about him charming.
“I’ll remind you?” Faolan said.
“I forget very many things,” Orfeus agreed. “I’m a terrible Leader.”
“Don’t say that,” Faol whispered, and kissed her hot and sweet. Always baffling when Faol was sweet. “I didn’t mean that. You’re a good Leader. You’re good.”
Orfeus didn’t argue in case he changed his mind.
She slid her hands under Faol’s shirt instead, exploring, and he huffed out a breath against her neck, amusement or irritation, and lifted her up. They tumbled into bed.
Afterwards they lay together, quiet. Orfeus always seized the opportunity to lie with her arm around Faol’s shoulder or snuggled up against his chest, because she was hungry, hungry, and would take anything.
One day, one day, that was the beat her heart moved to, but these days she wasn’t sure what it was she was moving towards, or if it was anything good.
After too short a time, Orfeus pulled away from his warmth, pushing the covers off her. She sat on the edge of the bed, yawning.
“You’re leaving?” Faolan said, and she tried to figure out whether that was a note of disappointment in his voice.
Orfeus nodded. “No time for more, my sweet, best if I sleep through the night.” He gave a little huff of irritation at the endearment. Orfeus’s lips thinned. “I have business tomorrow in Farflung.” Probably today, by now.
“You have friends in Farflung,” Faolan said. She turned to look at him, lounging back with his eyes hooded and sleepy. “You can say that. Friends aren’t a weakness.”
One of the only traits she had that he didn’t think was a weakness. “Fine, I have business with my friends,” Orfeus said, stretching. It was always a juggling act deciding which weaknesses to show, but she was still warm from Faol’s arms, and inclined to be vulnerable. “I think I struggle to admit when I care for people. Losing my mothers nearly broke me; getting close to anyone feels like a risk. Like I can’t afford to … have family again.”
The Order was almost like that, a twisted shadow of having real kin, the fellowship of monsters … No, she didn’t see them that harshly any more. She was just so tired.
“I can understand that,” Faol said. “But—the Order is your family. If you want it to be.”
Orfeus finished her stretch slowly, swallowing the knot of guilt in her throat. “It’s certainly yours.” She turned, trying not to give her next words too much weight. “May I ask what happened to your—” She nearly said real family. “Birth family?”
Faol looked at her like she was stupid. “The Order came for them.”
Orfeus fought not to show her reaction on her face. She should’ve known it was something tragic and ugly—most of Faol’s past seemed to be—but Faolan’s tone was so matter-of-fact. “What … did they do? Your blood family?”
That only got a shrug. “I don’t need to know.”
There is a story of someone sighting Faol sitting placidly by the Order’s Leader’s side as only a very young child, eight or ten and already in training … No wonder Faolan turned out like this, loyal to the life he’d been raised in, the only life he knew.
“I see,” Orfeus said. “Thank you for telling me.”
Faol watched her with deep, dark eyes. “You can stay,” he said, so quiet she could barely hear it.
“Do you want me to?”
Faol turned her face aside, then rolled over, burying her head in the pillow.
After a moment Orfeus nodded and started pulling her clothing back on, quick and irritated.
“I worry,” Faol said as Orfeus was pulling on her boots. She finished with her laces and slowly stood.
Maybe if she didn’t look directly at Faol then Faol wouldn’t shrink from using her words, from saying what she felt, from feeling at all. “Worry about what, Wolf?”
“You are my first and I am far from your first,” Faol said. Orfeus snorted; silly thing to worry about. She turned, and he didn’t seem jealous, or terribly insecure, just watched her with wrinkled brows. “I … worry.”
Still a little vague. “I’m not comparing you to other lovers when we lay together, fear not.” No one else had tried to kill her, for a start.
Faol crossed his arms over his chest, an understandable nervous gesture when his body didn’t always feel his own. “If you lay with others,” he said quietly, then shook his head. “When you do. Just … don’t tell me.”
They had not spoken of whether this was an exclusive partnership, but they certainly hadn’t said that it wasn’t, and Orfeus would always do her partners that courtesy before she pursued anyone else.
“It would harm you if I slept with other people while we have this,” Orfeus said, testing. Faolan’s eyes skittered over to the wall. Refusing to speak, to show any weakness. “Yes, I thought so. Don’t worry.” She crawled onto the bed, careful so her boots didn’t trample on the blankets. She pressed a fierce kiss to his mouth, then one to his forehead. “I’m an adult, Faolan, I’m perfectly capable of refraining.”
He laughed a little, humourless. “Sure.”
It was insulting. Understandable, perhaps, when he’d first met her adultering with a lovely woman who’d subsequently broken her heart. Still, it rankled that he thought she’d lie about such a thing.
Orfeus rolled off the bed and stood. She shouldn’t show too much of her feelings either, but this at least was within the normal range of things to reassure bedmates about, even if they were only that. “If you don’t believe me, I’ll simply have to be extra, extra loyal.” She strode to the door.
From the bed he said, bitter and low, “You know nothing of loyalty.”
She turned to look back at him, the mingled pain and regret in his face. Best not to address the open wound that was Luga’s death right now. “Lead well in my absence,” Orfeus said, and Faolan went tense with panic. Orfeus sighed. “As my strong right hand.”
Faol relaxed again. Many things scared her Wolf, really. Remarkable that once Orfeus had been afraid of her and thought her invulnerable.
Hurting Faolan would be all too easy. Even just this, the unevenness of it, was its own form of harm.
Orfeus turned without further words. If she didn’t speak, she wouldn’t say anything that could hurt him.
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Perhaps in another life Orfeus would’ve moved here one day. She had friends here, and she liked how every person had a passion they worked hard on. They put endless hours into it, living in habitations that doubled as workspaces. The towers rose high from the surrounding miles of solar panelling.
In the end, that was why she’d never move here. Everyone had a passion, one single burning thing that drove them, and Orfeus no longer did. Perhaps she could grab a few more ear piercings here, if her Blood would let her keep them.
In her late teenage years, she’d tried to settle into this kind of life, pursuing scientific mysteries. Eventually she’d yielded that race to Bright: having a friend with a formidable level of skill was more useful than having to gain that skill herself. Orfeus was a jack of all trades.
She brought her bike to the tower at a steady angle, settling on the balcony. Her friends had made space there, moving some of the plants aside so she had room to land. It was a quiet gesture she appreciated.
Orfeus knocked at the window. After a moment, Em opened it. Em wasn’t who Orfeus was looking for, but this might work out better. She was tall, her brown hair reaching nearly to her ankles except, like now, when it was tied back in a sensible braid. She wore flowery pants under her overalls, like someone ready to do messy work but not necessarily expecting to.
“Orfeus,” Em said, smiling. Her smiles always seemed sincere, another thing that Orfeus appreciated. Orfeus grinned in greeting and stepped through.
Bright’s apartment was less cluttered than the last time Orfeus was here. Last time, Bright had been working on a many-armed machine that whipped samples around at rapid speeds. Orfeus had needed to duck away from hurtling glass vials; it was great fun. This time there was still the bulky machine in one corner where Bright did most of her Blood work, but the central feature of the room was … just a few tube-shaped tanks, some cylinders of nothing. Orfeus walked closer and peered through the plastiglass. She could make out what was perhaps a tiny nucleus of matter in whatever liquid these tanks contained.
She tapped at the container. Nothing happened, so she stepped back. “Bioengineering?”
“Or at least the bio part,” Em said and waved at the battered couch. “Care to sit? Want any cordial?”
“I’ll sit, for sure,” Orfeus said and settled in, stretching out her legs. “How’ve you been? Working on anything?”
“Bright should be out soon,” Em said.
Orfeus narrowed her eyes at her. “It could be you I’m visiting! I could be visiting either of you, in fact, merely on inclination and with no ulterior motive at all.”
“You could be,” Em agreed. She lifted her eyebrows expectantly. Orfeus found herself grinning.
Em was far from soft. She’d designed the bikes the Order used single-handed, which was no mean feat. She was a genius with a wrench and with a makeup brush. But she didn’t need to hunt or hurt for a living, and Orfeus found herself finally relaxing now she was around someone who was kind, or at least had fewer sharp edges.
“I am here for Bright, but I’m glad to see you, Em, honestly,” she said. “I need some advice.”
“I’d say!” Em said.
No, she was far from soft.
“I face something of a dilemma,” Orfeus said. She was among friends, so she relaxed, sprawling on the couch with her arms spread. “I—” She broke off. “Em, how do you do it?”
Em leaned back in the armchair, tucking her legs up. “Do what?”
Orfeus rubbed the back of her neck, unsettled. That wasn’t what she’d meant to ask at all. “Hunt, I suppose. Bear the weight of being in something this bloodstained.”
Em thought for a moment. “Well, I was never the one in charge. And I just make weapons, tech. It was never
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