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Chapter One




It was finally time.

Ethan turned off the shower and for a moment simply stood there, enjoying the basic but intense pleasure of being clean.

He had forgotten just how filthy tunnel crawling ended up making you feel, despite having done it for a year beforehand. He remembered the danger, the darkness, the dread. The constant tension that originated from the knowledge that you might die, and die brutally, at any given instant. Even if you did everything right.

But there was a lingering sense of sweat and grime and, if you saw any kind of combat, gore splattering across your body. Even if you were almost completely protected against it with a suit of survival armor, there still an intense feeling of revulsion that hung around as it compounded for days or even weeks.

Pulling back the curtain to the shower stall, he grabbed a towel and began drying off.

Today was the day.

He was finally leaving the hospital.

Even though he’d only been in there for a collective four days, it felt like four weeks, given how desperately he wanted to return to this life that he was building. Even with Kiva as a roommate and Ember practically living there with them, it still felt stifling and almost claustrophobic in his room now. He finished drying off, hung up the towel, and stepped out.

Pulling on his boxers, he looked at himself in the mirror, the steam mostly dissipated.

He looked different from how he remembered, but not in any obvious way. He remembered having a similar observation about a month after he’d initially started crawling back at Refuge.

Ethan frowned. Refuge…

He hadn’t thought about it for days now.

Was that good or bad?

Should I feel guilty or relieved?

There was a gentle knock at the door behind him. “Hey, uh, can I use the shower?”

“Yeah, sure,” Ethan replied.

He began to say ‘let me just brush my teeth really quick’ when the door opened and Kiva slipped in. To say that she was comfortable around him was an understatement. She was wearing a simple robe that they’d each been provided with.

“How are you feeling?” she asked as she dropped the robe.

Ethan paused for a moment as he looked at her bare backside. Kiva was...a stunning woman. Tall, fit, and rather broad in the hips.

Which, consequently, gave her hips that could, and did, support a huge, shapely ass.

“Good,” he replied.

She started up the shower, slipped in, and closed the curtain.

“That’s good. Your back is mostly healed from what I could see. You will definitely have scars,” she said.

“Hopefully they look good,” he said as he grabbed the toothbrush and got started.

“They do,” Kiva assured him.

Even now, he genuinely could not tell if Kiva was actively trying to entice him or if she was simply that comfortable with taking her clothes off around him while being very friendly. On the other hand, she seemed to have some measure of difficulty interacting in a way that felt natural with anyone but him or Ember.

He was still figuring her out, but it was not an unpleasant experience.

While she showered, he finished brushing his teeth and then headed out into their shared recovery room. Ember had brought him a fresh set of clothes that she had bought with his pay from the last mission. That one had paid out big time, five times the normal amount given how insanely dangerous it was and how messed up he’d gotten as a result of it. He pulled on a simple, black formfitting t-shirt, black socks, and a pair of black cargo pants, surprised by the quality of it all. He was lacing up some dark gray boots when Ember came back.

“Hey...wow,” she murmured.

“What?” he asked, glancing over at her.

“You just...look better in those than I thought you would.”

He looked down at himself. “You like black clothes I take it?”

“Well, I like you wearing black clothes, apparently.” She glanced at the closed bathroom door. “So...did you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Her? Did you have sex with Kiva?”

“What? No. I told you I wanted all of us to have a serious discussion about that.” Ethan finished tying his boots and stood up.

“I said I was fine with it,” Ember replied. “And Kiva seems pretty happy with the idea.”

“I know. I just want to sit down, all three of us, and have an actual discussion about it. Because it isn’t just sex that’s on the table, it’s our lives. Kiva seems to like it here and has been indicating she wants to live here. I feel like we’ve all been sort of cautiously batting around the idea of asking her to move in with us.”

“Well, yeah...I mean we’re doing that, right? I thought that was obvious at this point,” Ember replied.

“See? Right there. Exactly why all of us need to directly speak on the subject. We’re clearly not on the same page,” he said.

She pursed her lips, then nodded. “That’s a good point.” She smiled and stepped up to him suddenly, carefully hugging him to her. “I’m so glad I get to have you back. I slept in our shack by myself for weeks without much of a problem, but now I can barely tolerate it. I have nightmares now that you’re gone.”

“I’m sorry, babe,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head and just taking a moment to enjoy her. Her feel, her scent, her voice. Just her presence. “How’s Hop?”

She laughed softly. “It’s a little hard to tell, but I think he misses you. He’s certainly been more vocal since you left.”

“Well hopefully he’ll calm down once I get home. Speaking of home, did you get the new bed in?” he asked.

“Yes. I went to the Market yesterday, and it was delivered this morning. I put it together and ended up giving our other bed to a couple who just arrived in the Pit not too long ago. They seemed pretty desperate, so I didn’t charge them anything for it,” she replied. “I figured that’s what you’d want me to do.”

“It is. That makes me happy. That’s another thing you and I, and I guess Kiva if she wants to live with us, needs to actually discuss: our goals with helping the people in the Pit.”

Ember smiled broadly as she stepped back and looked up at him. “I’ve been speaking with Lena about that. She’s very excited. She wants to help us.” She slowly lost her smile. “She didn’t seem to fully believe that we were going to help.”

“Why?” he asked.

“I asked her. She said what has happened, without fail in her experience, is that those who survive joining the Crawlers move out of the Pit almost immediately. Sometimes they’ll help out, sometimes they’ll stick around for a bit, but inevitably, they all leave, and they forget about the people in the Pit. It’s happened every single time. So, naturally, she’s skeptical. Though she wanted me to tell you that she didn’t think poorly of you or me,” Ember explained.

“I’ll be happy to break the cycle.”

They both glanced over as the shower shut off.

“Did you at least see her naked?” Ember murmured.

“You are perverted, you know that?” he replied. She crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. He sighed, then laughed. “Yes. Her ass.”

“And?”

“Probably the best ass I’ve ever seen. Except for yours.”

Ember rolled her eyes. “I know you love me; you don’t have to tell me I’m the best at everything. I don’t need to be coddled.”

He laughed. “Yeah, unless you’re feeling oh so delicate and whine about every little thing if you get woken up in the morning.”

“I’m not a morning person!”

“I noticed.”

Ember growled and grasped his shirtfront. She had to stand on her toes to raise herself up, so they were face to face.

The bathroom door opened up and Kiva walked out wrapped in a towel. She paused as she saw them. They both looked over at her.

She smiled and sat down on her bed. “Don’t mind me.”

Ember sighed and let go of him, a small smirk on her face. “Just get ready,” she said. “I’m fucking starving.”

“Yeah, all right,” Ethan replied.

When she turned around, he smacked her ass. She whipped back around and stared at him, her cheeks turning red.

“Yes, dear?” he asked.

She stared at him for a few seconds longer, then her eyes cut quickly to Kiva, who was still watching them with what appeared to be great amusement. “Just get your shit,” she muttered finally.

Ethan laughed and gathered up his clothes. Kiva stood and moved only somewhat behind the curtain that separated their beds. She dropped the towel and then began to dress. Ethan saw Ember take a long look at her.

At some point over the past few days, something had shifted in their relationship. Something he liked. Ember was a very tough woman, and he had been glad to see that it hadn’t hardened her or turned her cruel. But it had begun manifesting in a more...surly personality. It was a trait that he was finding he rather enjoyed in his women.

Of the dozen or so women he’d gotten together with over the course of his life, (almost all of them one or two night encounters), the ones who lingered were the confident ones with a touch of attitude. There was just something about women who weren’t afraid to fuck with him, just a little, (or a lot sometimes).

“All right,” Kiva said, emerging from her poorly concealed changing space, “I’m ready to go, too...are we still all going somewhere together?”

“Yes,” Ethan replied. “I want to swing by our place to drop off my spare clothes and to see Hopper for a little bit, and then I want to take you both out to dinner.”

“Hopper?” she asked. “Oh! Right, your pet...bug. Cricket?”

“Cave cricket, yeah,” Ember replied.

“I’m happy with this plan,” Kiva said.

Ethan thought she was a little anxious, which made sense. They’d sort of just batted around the idea of what they were going to do after getting out of the hospital. He’d been fucked up enough on morphine through most of it that he didn’t remember half the conversations the three of them had.

The thing he remembered the most was that Ember had fucked him yesterday when his back had finally healed enough and though she hadn’t watched (as far as he knew, maybe she had), Kiva had at the very least been in the room listening.

Ethan led them out of the patient room, glad to be free of it, and began navigating the hospital, following the signs towards the main entrance. He had admittedly been sorely tempted to ask Kiva if she wouldn’t mind coming over to his bed for the night. Ember’s beauty was staggering to him, and her personality meshed pretty well with his own. Kiva gelled with him in a different way and her own physical attributes were...deeply alluring.

He loved tall women. He loved built women. And he had discovered that he apparently had a particular love of short blonde hair.

And he had dreamed at least twice of fucking her doggystyle so far.

Her ass really was the best he’d ever seen in his life.

But it didn’t seem right to ask it yet, and neither of them had really been in proper condition for it anyway.

Plus, fucking in a hospital bed actually wasn’t all that fun.

Well, okay, it was, but fucking in a bed at home was preferable.

They arrived at the front desk a few moments later and, as soon as they did, a vaguely familiar person hopped up out of their chair.

“Ethan,” he said, walking over.

“Yes?”

“I’m Xander. Security for Crawler HQ. Captain Donovan sent me to speak with you. Are you and Kiva in fighting shape?”

“Yes,” Ethan replied, glancing at Kiva.

“I am, yes,” she said.

In truth, he was still sore and in some pain, but the accelerated healing agents had done their job and the doctor had given them both a clean bill of health.

“Good. Ethan, Donovan wants you to report to Crawler HQ tomorrow at eight AM sharp. Kiva, if you are still interested in joining the Crawlers, then he would like you to be there as well. He would also like to apologize for not managing to visit you again, but he has been extremely busy. We all have. And we could use your help.”

“I’ll be there,” Kiva said.

Ethan nodded. “We’ll be there on time.”

“Good. I have to go.”

Xander about faced and walked out of the hospital.

Ethan felt a cold stone settle somewhere deep in his guts. He’d been more or less disconnected from the world while he’d been recovering. Ember had been telling him a few things, but for the most part, her world was limited to the Pit right now, and they had their own problems.

Had something else gone wrong?

Ethan and Kiva both quickly pressed their thumbs to a tablet, confirming they were being discharged, and headed out of the hospital.

One way or another, he would find out, and soon.


Chapter Two




For just a moment, Ethan had the strangest sensation of stepping out into the Vast as he stepped out of the hospital and looked out across the bastion.

The hospital was built on the second tier and gave a grand view of the cavern. Something felt just a little different now.

“Where are you going?” Ember asked as he began walking towards the edge.

“I’ve never seen this view before,” he replied. “I’d like to enjoy for a moment, especially after being forced into that room for days.”

“It’s a good view,” Ember said as she Kiva moved to join him.

He came to stand at the edge, placing his hands on some iron railing.

Something felt different, he realized as he slowly swept his gaze across the bastion. Across the shacks and the structures, the distant rock wall, the paths and trails winding through the separate locations, the people walking them…

The people.

Ethan began to get a sense of what was different.

The change had come from within.

There was nothing about Wayport that had changed, but his own relation to it. When he had arrived, he’d been a survivor, scrabbling for resources and shelter. Shortly after that, he’d become a protector, both of himself and of Ember. His world was very small, very simple. A job, a shack, a lover. A pet cave cricket named Hopper.

But now he had become a Crawler.

And, more than that, Donovan had placed the bastion’s safety in his hands. Not his alone, but his nonetheless. That mission to recover the medicine had potentially saved hundreds of people, perhaps even the entire settlement.

He had been handed the responsibility of a thousand people’s lives, and he knew that he could not put it back down.

Theoretically he supposed it was possible, but some small, crucial, core component of him, buried somewhere in the shadowed trenches of his soul, knew that he would never be able to stop.

Ethan turned away from the view finally. This was a truth he would need to grapple with more, but later. For now, he wanted to enjoy himself. He was determined to. More significantly, he wanted to ensure that Ember and Kiva enjoyed themselves.

They had both earned it.

“You know, it just occurred to me that I didn’t see anyone come to visit you after Captain Donovan that one time. Except Kasumi. She came in once, but you were out,” Ember said as they began making their way down the gentle slope of land that led back to the ground floor of the bastion.

“No, no one else did,” Ethan confirmed. “But they are very busy now. Kasumi is the most senior Crawler under Donovan. There’s one other, but I think he might be out at another bastion. I imagine she’s being run ragged right now, running missions. Honestly, if I didn’t have the two of you to be with, I would probably go straight to Crawler HQ from the hospital.”

“Are you really that eager to get back out there?” Ember asked.

“Not really. I’m more eager to help. Every mission the Crawlers get handed is important and dangerous, it’s just a matter of how much. There’s a lot of desperation in Wayport...even if a lot of people don’t fully realize it.”

“I’ve been to a lot of different bastions,” Kiva said. “And the reality of the situation is that most of the population is not truly aware of just how thin the wall that separates them from devastation and death is. And while it does take a lot of people to help maintain that wall, oftentimes Crawlers are the ones who are the most crucial.”

“That’s an unpleasant thought,” Ember murmured.

“It’s an unpleasant world,” Kiva replied.

“But this,” Ethan said firmly, “is going to be a pleasant night.”

“Yes, it is,” Ember murmured.

“Where are we going? I’m starving,” Kiva replied.

“The place that serves tacos I was telling you about yesterday,” Ethan said. “I’m fucking dying to eat more of those.”

“That sounds great,” she replied. “I haven’t had tacos for a long time. A lot of bastions don’t have them...also, I’m sure I brought it up, but I might not have: I don’t have any coin or really anything but these clothes. I kind of lost everything out in the tunnels.”

“That’s fine,” Ethan replied. “We don’t mind paying.”

“I really appreciate it.”

They came back to the ground level and began following the path towards the Marketplace. It seemed subdued. Ethan frowned and checked his watch, then realized it was later than he thought. His sense of time had been skewed by his hospital stay. The dinner rush was gone, no doubt at home by now, and the Market would probably be closing before too long.

“All right, it’s later than I thought. Let’s just hit the Market now and go home after,” he said.

He hurried their pace and got them to Lucy’s shack quickly. She looked like she was in the process of beginning to shut it down, but she smiled when she recognized them.

“What can I get you?” she asked.

“Are you sure it’s not too late? I don’t want to make you stay if you want to go home,” Ethan replied.

“I don’t mind. I like being here. And I’m happy to provide for our latest Crawler and his friends.”

Ethan wasn’t sure how he felt about that particular sentiment, but she did seem genuine enough in her words. So he accepted, and they all got three tacos. Ethan and Kiva ordered some purified water and Ember bought a bottle of beer.

Kiva took a bite and then paused, closing her eyes and simply sitting there, chewing. “Okay,” she said after swallowing, “I appreciate the food that the hospital gave us, but good lord, this is amazing. This might be the best taco I’ve ever had.”

“It’s really good,” Ethan agreed after getting through his first taco and then making himself wait because he didn’t want it all gone too quickly. “We should probably have a conversation about...our lives, and where we’re intending to go.”

“Can’t it wait?” Ember complained.

“You’re getting drunk, and it’s later than I thought it was. We’re likely going home after this,” Ethan replied.

“Oh...yeah. That’s fair. Although I’m not getting drunk. This will get me tipsy, maybe for an hour,” she said. “Did you want any?”

“I don’t drink,” Kiva replied. “Too much cost for too little benefit for me.”

“I guess I’m lucky there,” Ember said and took another drink.

“First order of business. Kiva.” He looked at her. “You’ve said you’re intending to stay here in Wayport and become a Crawler. Would you be interested in moving in with us?”

“Yes,” she replied quickly. “I would be very interested. I have...difficulty, getting along with people. Or, really, connecting with people. And I feel like I’ve connected very successfully and pleasantly with the two of you. And I would like to continue connecting. So yes, I would love to live with you.”

“Okay, perfect. Second thing: is this a temporary stay or are you intending to live here for a longer term?” he asked.

“I need more time to determine for sure, but...I want to be here for a while, I think. After everything that happened on my last trip, yeah, I don’t mind taking missions out in the Vast, but I’m not really eager to make another big trip to another bastion. I also feel like I haven’t properly...thanked you, Ethan, for saving my life.”

“...I see,” he replied as she looked at him with a surprisingly smoldering stare.

It was so strange. Any time he saw her interacting with other people, which admittedly so far were just nurses and the doctor who’d been assigned to them, she was awkward and uncomfortable. She’d even admitted she was poor with people and being social. But she seemed to have no difficulty when it came to him or Ember.

Well, if anything, it just proved her point: she really had connected with them intensely.

“I suppose that leads me to the next question. Something I feel like you two have been dancing around for the past few days but something I’d rather like more direct confirmation on,” he replied.

“I’m happy to help,” Kiva said.

Ethan opened his mouth, then looked around, then leaned forward a little. “Sex. Are you interested in having sex? With me.”

“Yes,” Kiva replied, looking relieved. “I’m really glad you just asked. Too many people want to just dance around it. Which...I guess I get, because I was kind of doing it, but I was pretty close to just asking. I was kind of hoping you’d proposition me in the hospital…”

“Oh yes, you were being so subtle, taking off your clothes around me all the time,” Ethan replied.

“Well, I mean, yeah! That was kind of the point. It wasn’t subtle! I mean we had that talk when you first woke up, but then I began wondering if you even remembered that talk because of the morphine...and I didn’t want to just outright ask again because I didn’t know if maybe you weren’t ready, because of your injuries, or maybe if you’d changed your mind, or if you’d changed your mind,” she added, looking to Ember.

“I haven’t changed my mind,” Ember replied.

“Wait, so, you two have talked about it?” he asked.

“We broached the subject,” Ember said. “I let Kiva know, or I thought I did, that I was okay with the two of you having sex.”

“And that’s why it’s important to just talk about it openly,” Ethan replied. “Okay, so, we’re on the same page.”

“Is there any chance we could...consummate that tonight?” Kiva asked, slowly adjusting her plate and not quite meeting their eyes.

“Someone’s eager,” Ember murmured.

“I haven’t been with anyone in...a long time, okay? And I’m...very aroused by Ethan. And also by you...if that’s on the table. If not that’s fine,” she said quickly.

“That was going to be my next question,” Ethan said, glancing at Ember.

“I am down for a threesome, if that’s what you’re asking,” Ember said. “A full contact threesome.”

“Oh. Good. Excellent,” Kiva murmured, then cleared her throat.

Ember smirked. “She’s blushing…”

“I am not!” Kiva whispered sharply.

“You definitely are,” Ethan replied. She sighed heavily. “It’s not a bad thing. We’re all on the same page then. All of us are sexually attracted to the other, and all of us are happy to be involved with our clothes off in a bed together.”

“Do you have a bed? Like a big one?” Kiva asked.

“We do. Just got it,” Ember replied. “And I’m very much looking forward to breaking it in.”

“Same,” Kiva replied. She paused. “So did you buy a bigger bed for me?”

“Yes,” Ethan said. “And that leads to my final question: are you going to be okay with a very cramped living space? Our shack is small, but now that I’m officially a Crawler I intend to get something a bit better–”

“I don’t mind a small shack,” Kiva interrupted. “I would be very happy to live with the two of you there.”

Ethan found himself wondering about Kiva as she said that. She struck him as someone who spent a lot of time alone, on purpose. Like Kasumi. But he supposed that could go both ways. She might spend a lot of time alone but not necessarily want to. Maybe she felt isolated because connecting with other people was often difficult and seemingly out of reach.

“Well, that’s good to hear. I like having you around,” he said.

“Hopefully that’s not just because most of the time we’ve spent together you were high on morphine,” she murmured.

“I’m positive it wasn’t,” he replied.

“Yes. As someone who spent almost the same amount of time around you not high on morphine, I can assure you that you’re pleasant to be around,” Ember said.

“Well...thank you,” Kiva said, blushing again. She cleared her throat. “So, uh, was there anything else?”

“Yes, one other thing,” he replied, growing more serious. “The Pit. Ember and I have been discussing it. It’s where we live. It’s...not a good place. It’s...well, suffice to say, there’s a lot of room for improvement. And improvement apparently never comes because the moment that anyone starts making enough coin to actually improve the place...they move out. I’m now a Level Three Crawler. There’s evidently a lot of crawling to be done in the near future, so I imagine we’re going to be flush with coin. I want to help.”

“So do I,” Ember said. “I can’t go out there with you two, and I’ve thought about what jobs I might want whenever they decide I’m trustworthy. But my mind keeps coming back to the Pit, and the people in it. They don’t really have a choice but to grind away at a job that might be miserable and hated, living in poverty until perhaps they might finally earn enough to improve their position.

“Everything becomes harder when you’re poor as fuck. Trivial tasks for someone else might become nearly impossible because of the compounding effects of poverty: sickness, malnourished, depression, anxiety...I think we can help with that.”

“How?” Kiva asked. “To be clear: I agree with this sentiment. I like helping people, especially people who are screwed over by life and circumstances.”

“For me personally, I want to work with my friend Lena to figure out what needs doing. In the beginning I imagine we can simply help people figure out the basic things, and get people organized. Everyone is very...guarded. Everyone feels like everyone else will take advantage of them if given the opportunity. There’s no sense of community, no real trust. I want to fix that. And I’ll have a lot more power to do so with the coin you two will bring in. Which brings us to the next part of: how willing are you to invest in this project?” she asked.

“I’m happy to invest a lot,” Kiva replied. “I’ve been wandering for a long time. I’ve been in some really bad situations. Honestly, for me, a shack with the two of you and reliable access to power and clean water would be most of what I need.”

“I’m pretty much the same,” Ethan agreed. “I do want a bigger, sturdier home, some nicer things, but I imagine staying in the Pit is going to keep our costs down. And two experienced Crawlers living together will bring in a lot of coin and keep our costs down even further, since it seems like people are a lot more willing to just give things to Crawlers.

“Not that I’m too keen on taking advantage of people. Regardless, my point is: I am happy to help, and I am happy to let you spearhead this project. I’d like some input on the decision-making process, but for the most part I’m happy to be a tool you can wield to help make people’s lives less miserable.”

“Same,” Kiva agreed.

Ember was beaming by then. “That...means a lot. More than I can really say. I appreciate it deeply. I imagine others will, too...well, that’s really what I wanted to say about that for now. Honestly, I want to just enjoy ourselves for the moment. You two just got out of the hospital.”

“We’ve still got an hour or two before the Market closes,” Ethan said. “I was thinking we could walk around, buy some things, at the very least buy some basics for Kiva.”

“Well...if you’re offering,” she replied. “I can pay you back after I get paid.”

“Or you could pay us back tonight,” Ember murmured.

“Ember,” Ethan said.

“I’m not opposed to that,” Kiva said quietly.

“Ethan has...a thing, about being extremely sure that no one is being taken advantage of,” Ember explained. “And while that is a very good thing to have, it goes a little far.”

“Oh. Well, to be clear, so long as I trust and like the person involved, I... don’t mind being taken advantage of, or... made to do things,” Kiva murmured, blushing worse than ever and not meeting their eyes. “And I like and trust you a lot.”

“Oh really?” Ethan asked, sitting up a little straighter.

“Oh my goodness,” Ember murmured, watching the two of them with great amusement and no small amount of arousal. “Something inside of Ethan just responded very strongly to that.”

Kiva looked up. “Really? ...oh, yeah. I can see that.” She shifted, and he felt her foot brush his under the table. “Is that something you’d like?” She lowered her voice further. “To... make me do things?”

After a pause, he admitted, “Yes.” He could feel himself blushing now, too.

“And I would very much like to watch that,” Ember said.

“With that, I think we should go shopping now,” Ethan replied, standing up.

Ember giggled. “Because now you’re very desperate to get home and... make Kiva do things?”

“Yes.”

“I agree,” Kiva said.

“Well, let’s go shopping then,” Ember said, gathering up the remains of her meal.


Chapter Three




“Sorry we couldn’t find you more clothes,” Ethan said.

“It’s okay. I’m pretty tall and... oddly proportioned,” Kiva replied.

“Not the word I’d use,” Ember murmured.

“How tall are you?” Ethan asked.

“Just under six feet,” she replied.

“You don’t have to wear clothes inside the shack,” Ember said.

“You are very horny right now,” Ethan replied, looking over at her as they made their way back down into the Pit.

“Ethan,” she said, “you were drilling me two to three times a day before. And then you went into the hospital, and we have fucked one time since then. There’s only so much I can do for myself with my hand.”

“Fair point,” Kiva murmured.

“If anything, you should be a lot hornier. You said it’s been...how long?” Ember asked.

“Too long,” she replied. “And I think part of it is that your sex drive kind of goes dormant? You kind of learn to live with it, and it helps if you aren’t horny all the time, so it calms down. I’m sure it’s going to be, um, voracious once Ethan... wakes it back up.”

“Ethan is voracious,” Ember said. “He was wearing me out... not that I’m complaining. I guess we’ll see if two women is enough, or if we’ll have to move Kasumi in here with us.”

“I doubt that would go over well,” Ethan replied as they came up to their shack.

“Why? She seems to like you,” Ember said.

“I think that’s more your perception of the situation. And I think she likes me just fine, it’s just that she likes being alone more,” he replied, slotting his card. “Now, let’s get inside.”

It felt good, stepping back into his home. He’d been gone only for a few days. Even then, those days ran together thanks to the morphine, but it still felt like far too long to be away from the place that had become his and Ember’s home.

“Holy shit!” Kiva cried as a dark blur hopped directly for Ethan.

Hopper landed on his shoulder and chirped earnestly.

“Sorry,” Ember said, “I didn’t want to lock him up again.”

“You all right?” Ethan asked, looking at Kiva.

“Yes... sorry. That startled me. He’s... I was imagining something smaller. And he kind of looks like a giant spider at first glance,” she murmured.

“I had that exact same reaction,” Ethan replied, reaching up and cautiously running a finger along one of Hopper’s bent legs. “He’s good, though, and harmless. He’s kind.” Hopper chirped impetuously. “If a little impatient.”

“That’s amazing,” Kiva whispered as she studied him. She raised one hand cautiously, palm flat and upright. “May I?”

“You can try,” Ethan replied. “Go on, Hopper. She’s going to live here now.”

He had no idea if Hopper even understood his tone or meaning, or even heard him. Did bugs have ears? Even if not, they could feel sound waves. Maybe that was enough. Or maybe there was some other sense he had no concept for.

Either way, Hopper seemed to understand them with a surprising accuracy.

He turned and made a little hop into Kiva’s palm.

“This is fascinating,” she whispered as she stared at him. “I’ve seen people with pets who were this responsive and intelligent. A few dogs, some birds, a cat once. I’ve seen people with insects for pets, mostly spiders and scorpions, but they were never so responsive...it’s nice to meet you, Hopper.”

He responded to his name, turning to face her more and raising his antennae up while chirping.

“That’s seriously amazing,” she whispered.

“Yeah…” Ethan murmured.

“What? You sound worried,” Ember said.

“It’s just...during my first crawl, we ran into some giant worms that had set an actual trap for us. And Kasumi mentioned that some of the creatures seemed weirdly intelligent around the bastion more recently. That suggests a pattern. Which suggests a problem. If the things that want to kill you get smarter, they become more effective at killing you. We’ll have to bring it up to Donovan tomorrow.”

“So you’re really going right back to work tomorrow?” Ember asked.

“Yes. I’m sorry, but I have to. We both care about the bastion and the people. We want to help them. Crawling is the best possible way I can do that,” he replied.

“I know. And I’m still okay with it. It’s just... going to be difficult. But I can manage. You’re both very skilled at surviving out there,” she said. “Now,” she turned to face them more directly, “how about we get back there, and I watch the two of you break that bed in?”

“You don’t want to join?” Ethan asked, accepting Hopper back from Kiva and then placing him on the table.

“Oh I do, but I want to watch as well. I also want the two of you to have a chance to... get to know each other,” Ember replied.

“I’m okay with that,” Kiva murmured.

“All right then,” Ethan said, and began leading them back to the bedroom. They got in, and Ethan started to close the door. “Sorry, Hopper,” he said when it became obvious the bug was going to follow them.

He made sure Hopper wasn’t in the way, then closed the door.

“Am I going to have to worry about rolling over and crushing him in the middle of the night?” Kiva asked as Ethan set what they’d bought her on the floor by the dresser.

“No,” he replied. He pointed to the cage welded to the ceiling and walls. “That’s where he sleeps at night for exactly that reason.”

“Good.”

Kiva began taking off her clothes. Ethan took off his shirt and began getting out of his boots, studying the bed that Ember had gotten in his absence. It was the biggest bed he’d ever seen, although he wouldn’t call it enormous. Certainly, it looked like it could handle the three of them, though, and seemed comfortable.

Really, that’s all he cared about.

It had a simple wooden frame and a simple mattress, and he was becoming increasingly eager to break it in with Kiva.

Especially as her top came off and he got a real look at her breasts for the first time.

“Good. Lord,” Ember whispered.

“What?” Kiva asked.

“Your chest... is incredible.”

“Yes, it is,” Ethan agreed.

Along with her tall stature, big hips, and phenomenally huge ass, she had some really nice, quite large breasts to go with it all. She smiled awkwardly and began undoing her pants, then as she began wiggling her hips to get the pants down over them, her breasts swayed beautifully back and forth.

“I’m always kind of self-conscious about taking my clothes off in front of people, which is why I don’t do it very often,” she murmured.

“Really? You definitely could’ve fooled me,” Ethan replied.

She laughed. “I mean...I like you. And trust you. I feel comfortable around you, both of you, and that’s a big factor. I’m self-conscious about my scars. Which are mostly on my front.” She finished stripping naked and turned away from him, looking back at him over her shoulder. “As you can see, my backside is still fairly unblemished.”

He finished taking off his boxers and stepped up behind her, settling his hands onto her big hips. “I happen to like scars.”

“Are you sure?” she murmured. “We can do doggystyle if you want…”

Ethan slid his hands up her sides, and then around to her front, cupping her big breasts. He kissed the side of her neck, and she gasped and shuddered. “I’d rather make love with you in missionary, if you’re comfortable with that.”

“I...ah...mmm...am very comfortable with that,” she whispered. “Whatever you want. I’ll do whatever you want.”

He spent a moment kissing her neck and running his fingertips lightly around and then across her nipples, eliciting a series of pleasured noises from her. After a moment, he gave her a somewhat rough push towards the bed.

“Lay down.”

She gasped as she fell onto the bed and turned around to stare at him with a surprised, flushed face. She got a strange little smile on her face and lay on her back. Ethan crawled onto the bed with her and got settled beside her.

He kissed her on her luscious, pale pink lips. She moaned and leaned into it, opening her mouth. Her taste flooded his own mouth, and he moved his tongue forward to twist with hers. As they kissed, she pushed herself closer to him, and he laid a hand across one of her big, soft breasts. He groped it gently for a time, and then his hand moved down.

Kiva took his intent immediately and parted her thick thighs for him. She shuddered and exhaled hard as he caressed her, and then she moaned into the kiss that was freshly renewed as he found her clit with his fingertip.

He went slowly at first, trying to get a feel for her, for what she wanted, what she desired. She broke the kiss when pressed harder.

“Oh yes, Ethan! Right-ah! Right there-yes!” she cried as he kept at it, pushing just a little harder.

He lowered himself a little and licked across one of her breasts, then began to suck on one of her light pink nipples. She moaned louder and started writhing in bliss. He kept at it, losing himself in her long, fit, curvy body.

She actually yelled when he penetrated her with his finger and pressed up, hard and fast, into her most sensitive spot. Kiva bucked her hips and made a strange sound deep in her throat, and before he knew it, she was orgasming.

“Ethan YES! FUCK!” she shrieked as she trembled and shook with rapturous release.

He kept pleasuring her throughout it, and finally stopped when she absently pushed against his wrist. She fell back, panting heavily, her eyes vaguely unfocused.

“Ember, you were not exaggerating,” she whispered after a long moment.

“Told you,” Ember replied.

“Thank you,” Kiva murmured, grasping one of his hands. “That was amazing. I can’t believe how good that felt. Way, way, way too long.”

“Okay, how long has it actually been? I’m really curious now,” Ethan replied.

She sighed and sat up. “Three years.”

“Holy fuck,” he muttered.

“Yeah.”

“Let’s keep this going, then. Get down there and put my dick in your mouth,” he said.

Kiva looked at him, at first a little startled, and then that same strange little horny smile came back. She moved quickly to get into position. He lay back and watched her. Some of her natural awkwardness came back as she tilted her head and ran her tongue along his shaft. As he watched her work, Ethan got the impression that she wasn’t all that experienced.

Well, that was fine, if surprising, given how attractive she was, and how strongly she’d come onto him.

He would be extremely pleased to help her with that.

She grew a little more sure of herself as she dragged her tongue across his cock, and then slipped it into her mouth, between those wonderful, luscious lips. She closed her eyes and moved her head slowly up and down, her lips gliding along his shaft and over his head again and again. She began to go faster, her head bobbing and her short blonde hair and big breasts swaying with the motion of her oral sex.

“Okay,” he said after a few moments, and she opened her eyes and stopped, “I’m ready. Lay on your back, spread your legs.”

“Yes, sir,” she said demurely, lying beside him and opening her legs as he got up.

“One last question before we dive in,” Ethan said as he settled between her thick, pale thighs. “Are you interested in getting pregnant?”

“Oh... right. I-mmm. Really got swept up in the moment. I... have an implant that prevents it. But... I’m not sure if it’s still functional. It’s been a few years. That being said, I’m not exactly getting any younger, and I really like you and Ember. I have wanted a child…”

“So I’m hearing yes?” he asked.

“Does that excite you?” she murmured, opening her legs a little more.

“Yes.”

“Me too.”

“Same,” Ember murmured from where she sat on the floor, watching them.

“If we had sex, and I came inside you and you ended up pregnant, you’d be okay with that?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied.

“So would I,” he said. “Ember?”

“Oh yes, definitely. Maybe we can be pregnant together!” she replied.

“That would be...a lot of responsibility,” he murmured. “You realize you couldn’t crawl after a certain point during, and after, the pregnancy?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I understand.”

“All right then.”

Ethan slipped slowly into her wet, warm opening.

She gasped again and then exhaled, long and languid, as he pushed his way deeper into her. He grasped her wrists and pressed them into the pillow above her head. She stared up at him with wide, excited eyes, licking her lips, her breasts beginning to sway more as her breathing became more rapid. He finished pushing his way into her, and they began to make love.

He glanced down, briefly, between them, mostly to see himself disappearing into her sweet pussy, and he saw her scars. She had several across her flat stomach, what looked like claw marks. A bullet wound, long since healed. More marks under her breasts, across her ribs. A long slash that started just above her heart and extended down across her left breast.

“Are you going to make me yours?” she whispered, her voice heavy and husky.

“Yes,” he growled at her.

She moaned and cried out as he started fucking her harder and faster. His lust for her was growing at what felt like an exponential rate thanks to the constellation of desire that was Kiva.

He was attracted to her. He loved the fact that she was so tall and built and pleasantly padded. He loved that she was a hardcore survivalist who could probably match him in terms of crawling. He had always had at least some interest in being more domineering in bed and her submissiveness was bringing that out strong and hard. And this was their first-time making love. While Ember was watching.

And, maybe the most powerful thing of all: he actually might get her pregnant.

That thought made him go harder, and she cried out, panting furiously as he drove into her. He suddenly laid down on her, wrapping his arms around her and kissing her, holding her against him as he fucked her.

“I’m going to get you pregnant,” he whispered harshly, his forehead resting against hers, staring into her eyes, their lips so close together they brushed as he spoke.

He saw as much as felt the excitement spark and rise rapidly within her.

“Yes,” she growled, wrapping her legs around him. “Do it. Fill me up. I want you to make pregnant. I want you to breed me,” she gasped.

He lasted perhaps another ten seconds after those words left her mouth, and then his orgasm triggered. He could feel his seed bursting out of him in an eruption. He let out a cry of pleasure as the rapturous release overwhelmed him. He thrust deep and hard into her, his hips jerking, and filled her up.

He could hear her crying out as he lost himself within her, pure pleasure crashing over him like a cave-in. He could feel the utter bliss of his seed spurting out of him and into her, pumping her full of it one hard spasm at a time.

It seemed to last a very long time.

At some point, it was over, and he came back to himself.

It was quiet in the room for a long time after they had finished.


Chapter Four




“Um...wow,” Ember murmured finally. She swallowed and then let out her breath in a long, slow exhalation. “That was intense.”

“Uh-huh,” Ethan managed. He laughed softly. “You’ve got your legs wrapped around me still.”

“I know,” Kiva said, her voice soft and dreamy. “I don’t want to let you go. You’re still inside of me, and I like that.”

“I like it, too,” he said and kissed her.

She moaned and deepened the kiss, running one hand slowly down his sweat-slicked back while the other settled over the back of his head.

“That was,” she murmured when they stopped, “without question, the best sex of my life.”

“And I haven’t even eaten you out yet,” he said.

She laughed softly. “That’s true. Oh my goodness.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “That was overwhelming. I came...twice more? During the sex. I think. Maybe three times. Mmm. I lost track. That was an experience.”

“Yes,” he agreed.

She laughed again after a moment. “So I take it you very much enjoy getting women pregnant?”

“Apparently,” he replied.

“Because you totally lost control when I said that.”

“I did.”

“Do you hope I’m going to get pregnant from that?” she asked.

“Yes,” he admitted a bit hesitantly.

“You want to be a father?”

“Yes,” he replied, more certain this time.

“I think he’d make a very good one,” Ember murmured.

“I do, too,” Kiva said.

“You both would make great mothers,” he replied.

“Thank you,” Kiva said softly. She ran her hands slowly up and down his back.

“If I want to do it doggystyle next time, you won’t take that as a desire not to see your scars?” he asked.

“Yes. I trust you,” she replied. “And I know you keep looking at my ass.”

“It’s a fucking amazing ass,” he said, and she laughed softly. “In truth, Kiva, I think your scars are a beautiful part of you. And I know you can’t just flip a switch and make yourself stop feeling self-conscious about them. I want you to know that I don’t think they’re bad at all, and they’re nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Thank you,” she said after some hesitation. “I really appreciate that. I saw you looking at them…”

“They’re impressive,” he replied. “And I don’t know what it is men look for in women where you come from or where you’ve been, but having seen all of you, I think you’re perfect.”

She laughed awkwardly, looking away. “You’ve already gotten into my pants, you don’t need to lay it on that thick,” she murmured.

He kissed her. “I’m not. I mean it.”

“I know, I just... get weird about these things. Compliments... make me feel strange, most times. But coming from you two... they’re mostly nice.”

“I don’t mean to break up a good moment, but…” Ember murmured.

“Right,” Kiva said, “he’s your lover and you have been without him for too long.” She released him, and he carefully pulled out of her.

“Fuck, your legs are strong,” he murmured.

“Yes, they are,” she agreed with a grin. “You’re pretty strong yourself. That was a really good grip. Now, um... can you give me a moment to clean up? Because I missed watching the first time, and I really want to watch the two of you have sex.”

“I can wait...for a little bit,” Ember replied.

“Noted.”

Kiva got up and left.

Ember stood and began stripping.

“Now it’s my turn to get pregnant,” she said fiercely, staring at him.
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“Kiva? ...are you still awake?” Ethan asked softly.

“Yeah,” she murmured. “Sorry, am I keeping you up?”

“No. I’m having a hard time, too,” he replied. “I’m just kind of getting a sense of tension or worry from you. If you want to talk, I’m here.”

“I really appreciate that,” she said softly.

It was some time after he and Ember had made love. She had ridden him happily until they both had orgasmed, (she had orgasmed at least three times), and then they’d washed up and gone to bed. Ember was tired, and she seemed to sleep easily, especially now. But sleep eluded him, and apparently Kiva as well.

He rolled over, facing her. He’d ended up between the two naked women, beneath the heavy blanket that Ember had also bought.

Ethan ran his hand slowly down her bare back. She shivered softly at his touch.

“Is there anything specific on your mind?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He waited. She wasn’t forthcoming. “Do you want to talk about it?”

After a moment, she murmured, “Yes.” He waited some more. She sighed softly. “I’m just a little worried. About coming between you and Ember. I’m not the best at picking up on things, like everyone else seems to be. I miss signals and subtle social cues. I’m afraid that I’m going mess up your obviously fantastic relationship and have to leave. I know it’s a selfish concern, but–”

“It isn’t, Kiva,” he said, getting closer to her and putting an arm around. He held her in the darkness. “It’s a reasonable concern. I want you to feel comfortable here, and safe. More importantly, I want you to feel like you can talk to me or Ember about anything. I know you trust us, but I don’t want you feeling like a burden anytime you have a bad emotion. I’m very much here for you, Kiva. We both are.”

“Thank you,” she whispered. “A lot of people have... I don’t even know. Used me? Lied to me? Misled me? I’ve had so many friendships or acquaintances that seemed like they were going fine. Then they would just either abandon me or flip out and scream at me, demanding I leave the first time any sort of problem came up. I really like you, and I really like Ember, I can tell that much already. And I’m... very frightened of losing this. I’ve been alone for a lot of my life, and not necessarily because I wanted to.”

“I understand,” he said, hugging her closer, and she grasped the back of his hand tightly. “Would it make you feel better if I promised to tell you if I have a problem? That I won’t let something get between us and just let it fester silently until I blow up at you? If Ember or I have an issue with you, we will talk with you. We want you here. I want you here very badly. And not just because of the mind-blowing sex.”

She laughed softly. “Yes. That does actually make me feel better.”

He kissed the back of her head. “You’re safe here, Kiva. You’re cared about.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, “...will you hold me, until I fall asleep?”

“Yes, Kiva,” he murmured, settling in a bit more.

“Thank you so much... goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Kiva.”
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“Whoa…” Ember murmured sleepily as she stepped out of the bedroom into the main area.

“What?” Ethan asked, looking around, then down at himself when he realized she was looking at him. Well, him and Kiva.

“Just...you two look fantastic in those clothes,” she said.

“Do we?” Kiva asked.

“You certainly do,” Ethan replied, looking over at her.

The clothes they’d managed to find her were a blue so dark it was almost black, and they fit nicely on her buxom frame.

“You both do. Very sharp. I like it a lot,” she said, then yawned. “I’m sure I look like crap.”

“I dunno, you look pretty hot,” he replied.

She laughed. “You’re saying that because I’m naked and you like seeing me naked...well, don’t let me keep you, I was just going to the bathroom and then getting a little more sleep in.”

“All right, babe.” He walked over and hugged her, then kissed her on the forehead. “I love you. We’ll probably be back tonight.”

“Here’s hoping,” she murmured. “Love you, too. Good luck out there, Kiva.”

“Thanks. You too.”

“I think we’re all gonna need it,” Ember muttered and then disappeared into the bathroom.

Ethan double-checked that they had everything and then he and Kiva stepped out the door. It was almost eight o’clock and he’d intended to be out the door by now but...Kiva had wanted another round. And so had he.

And so he’d gotten atop her and driven into her, pounding her into the mattress until they both had come, and that plus the subsequent cuddling after had taken longer than he thought it would. Locking the door behind them, he led Kiva away from the shack and into the Pit.

It was mostly empty, everyone at work already, or at least having breakfast at home or at the Marketplace.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked as they walked.

“Wondering if I might be pregnant already…” she replied, looking down at herself and laying a hand over her belly. Ethan made a sound. She looked over at him, then giggled. “I guess I shouldn’t bring that up in public.”

“At least not when I can’t get you somewhere and make sure you’re pregnant,” he replied.

“Ember’s right, you are very horny. Okay, subject change. What can I expect? What’s it like in the Crawlers? Who’s an asshole? Who’s to be avoided?”

“Oh man, I can’t even answer most of this, I haven’t been at it for very long.”

“That’s right. I keep forgetting that you haven’t been doing this for months or years.”

“That’s good, at least. I think. I can offer some stuff. The guy in charge, Captain Donovan, is a good guy. He’s a vet Crawler who paid his dues and put in the work and finally got put in control. He seems to know what he’s doing. He seems authentic in his desire to actually help Wayport, and not just go on a power trip or line his pockets.”

“That’s a huge relief,” she muttered. “Too many assholes like that, in my experience.”

“The only other person I really know is Kasumi. She’s very competent and capable. She’s nice, if a bit... distant. Also, um,” he looked around, “so I know we’re still figuring things out, but is it going to be any kind of problem if I’m, uh... intimate with her?”

“No, that won’t be a problem,” Kiva replied.

“Okay, good. Probably should’ve gone over that in more detail but I was kind of overwhelmed. Also, there’s our neighbor. She... propositioned me, not long after me and Ember got together, and I told her I needed some time. I want to very much. But then I got with Kasumi, and now you, and... that doesn’t feel super fair to her…”

“It’s fine, Ethan. I know you’re going to be with other women, and I’m okay with that. I’m... quite happy with you and Ember, but clearly Ember was right about your... cravings. I don’t mind.”

“Thank you,” he murmured. “Now, as for the rest of the Crawlers, um... I don’t know much about them, admittedly. Hertz and Whitlocke are both smartasses, but they don’t actually seem like jerks. Ridge looks big and scary, but he seems to be a really cool, relaxed guy. Though probably not while we’re out in the Vast. Stark... had a lot of nervous energy from what I remember. We were only on the one mission together. Same with Ridge, just the one mission. Uh... the only other one I know is Thatch. I helped bring her in. She’s a newbie, but she seems like she’s got good survival instincts and a great grasp of what it takes to survive out there.”

“This all sounds nice so far,” Kiva said. “I’ve crawled before. That’s honestly how I’ve managed to do as well as I have at other bastions. Everyone gets very nice once they learn that I have both extensive medical knowledge and experience crawling in the Vast. But usually most of the other Crawlers are assholes, drunks, entitled shitheads, braggarts... you get it. This seems nice so far.”

“Yeah, my experiences have been good. I imagine we’re going to be very busy for a time. You okay with running a lot of missions?”

“Yes. I’m actually pretty eager to do something dangerous. I know it’s insane, but I love being out in the Vast. I love exploring. I love overcoming odds. But don’t worry, I’m not a risk-taker or an adrenaline junkie. I will never put my own wants over the mission or the safety of my teammates,” she replied.

“That is going to make you very popular,” he said.

They passed through the Market, and he noticed almost everyone at least glanced at the two of them. He wondered if it was Kiva’s great height and striking beauty, or the fact that he was a known Crawler now.

Maybe both.

They came up to Crawler HQ and passed the guard their IDs. He swiped them, studied his screen, then handed them back and opened up the door. They went through the next checkpoint and came to the main corridor.

“It’s really quiet,” Kiva murmured.

“Yeah...everyone’s probably mostly out at this point. Let’s see if we can find Donovan,” Ethan replied.

They walked down the hallway, poking their heads into a few open doors and finding empty rooms. At last they came to Donovan’s door. It was closed. Ethan knocked on it. There was a pause, and then the door opened.

“What?! I said I can’t be–” A very haggard-looking Donovan stared at the two of them. His eyes were bloodshot, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in three days. “Oh thank the fucking Christ,” he whispered. “Um... shit. Okay. Hello, Kiva. Things are kind of extremely busy right now. Under better circumstances, I would be giving you a better welcome. Ethan, will you take her to processing and get her through it? Then suit up? I’ve already put together a uniform and armor for her. I will meet you in the briefing room.”

“Got it,” Ethan replied.

“Thank you.”

He closed the door immediately.

“Well... that doesn’t seem good,” Kiva murmured as they headed back down the corridor.

“No, it doesn’t. Come on, let’s do this fast.”


Chapter Five




“Goddamn,” Ethan whispered as he turned away from his locker.

“What? What’s going on?” Kiva replied, tugging her shirt into place.

“I’m just feeling exactly what Ember must’ve been feeling half an hour ago. You look...phenomenal in that uniform.”

Her gray outfit looked fresh and new, not a tear or stain on it.

“Is it really that flattering?” she asked after she had finished, looking down uncertainly at herself.

“It really is. Fuck. Turn around. Do a spin,” he replied.

She smiled, blushing now, and turned around in a circle slowly.

Her ass looked like something out of the best kind of dream, showcased amazingly in the tight cargo pants that came with the uniform.

“It fits fantastically well. I guess Donovan actually did have a new one made,” she murmured.

“Did he say that?” he asked.

“Yeah. We spoke briefly about potentially joining up when you first got me back here. I said I’d probably do it. He took me at my word and got my measurements, promised me a brand new suit.”

“I need one,” Ethan muttered, looking down at himself.

“You look pretty damn sharp yourself,” she replied. “But yes, it’s clearly seen a lot of wear and tear. Are they good suits?”

They began putting on their body armor over the uniforms.

“In my experience, yes. They help preserve heat, and they’re fairly defensive against basic stuff. It’s hard to tear them. They’re surprisingly comfortable, even with the armor. They don’t really restrict movement.”

“I like it,” she said.

They finished getting into their gear. Jon had done something of a rush job getting Kiva in the system. He had also told her that if she came back from this job and still wanted to keep going, there was a Level Three position waiting for her.

She’d said she’d be back to claim it in quick order.

They headed out of the locker room and crossed over to the briefing room. Inside, they found Donovan smoking a cigarette and messing with the projector. He sighed heavily as his cigarette fell from his mouth and dropped onto the pitted concrete floor. Stooping to pick it up, he put it back in its place and finished setting up the projector.

“I need the two of you to go on a double mission. Both objectives should be fairly easy,” he said, taking a seat.

They both sat down and paid attention.

“We’re ready,” Ethan said, and Kiva nodded.

“Thank God,” he muttered. “If you couldn’t tell, I’m very busy. I’ll do a proper introduction once you get back, Kiva. Okay, here we go. That medical outpost you fought the Mantises at, where you saved the team, you remember it? How to get there?”

“Yes,” Ethan replied, studying the map. The route was straightforward enough.

“Good. We never managed to recover Langley’s body, nor did we manage to do another sweep of that area. Beyond that, however, about another quarter mile on, is supposed to be a storage facility. If it’s not open, it could be a massive cache of resources for us. But even if it is, there might be something inside.

“So, head up this route here, to where the storage facility should be...here. I just want the two of you to survey it. Do not attempt to open it. Gather all the data you can, mostly on if it looks intact or if there’s signs of hostiles around, then come home. On your way back, grab Langley. I’m going to give you a sled to help with that.”

“Understood,” Ethan replied. “...why are we recovering the corpse?”

“Corpses have crucial nutrients that help our crops grow,” Donovan replied. “Sorry if you’re just now learning this, but I don’t have time to go through the whole thing. Death fuels life, always has, always will.”

“Oh. I’d heard of that, wasn’t sure if it was true. Well, if it makes sense, I’d guess you’d all know,” he replied.

“Yeah, we just grind up the corpses and mix them into the soil. Helps plants grow faster and healthier, if you know how to do it right. Corpses aren’t exactly in high supply, so we can’t afford to waste even the one. Especially not one that was healthy as a Crawler. Any questions?”

“No,” Ethan said.

“No questions,” Kiva replied. “Not about the mission, anyway.”

“I’ll answer anything I can once you get back. I need to have a proper sit down with you both anyway and update you on...everything.”

“Are we in trouble?” Ethan asked. “Like the bastion?”

“No,” Donovan replied. “But we’re headed for trouble. And I’m desperately trying to stave it off. And I can only do that with your help.”

“Understood,” Ethan replied, standing. “Should we go?”

“Yes. Sled should be in the armory waiting for you. Good luck out there, both of you,” Donovan replied.

They nodded and headed out into the corridor, this time crossing over to the armory. The quartermaster seemed to be engaged in some maintenance at his workbench. He looked over at them as they entered.

“Ah, finally,” he muttered, pointing to a table, “there’s your sled. Let me know when you’re ready to check out.”

“Got it,” Ethan replied. “Grab whatever you think you need and then head over to that desk and wait. They’ve got a system for checking all of this in and out, so nothing gets lost.”

“Smart,” Kiva said.

They split up, Ethan going for the sled. It was a compact thing, barely the size of his pack. He realized after a moment that it was folded and could be opened up. It was pretty lightweight. He secured it to his pack and then moved to his locker. Popping it open, he found that all of his gear had been recovered, repaired, and cleaned.

He selected the pistol and the rifle and the combat knife. After some consideration, he located a second pistol and attached it to a holster that hung over his chest. As he went to gather ammo and grenades, he saw that Kiva had found herself a pistol, a compact submachine gun, and the handle of a snub-barrel shotgun peeked over her left shoulder.

Ethan stared at her for a moment. She saw his gaze and smiled again, looking rather pleased with herself this time.

She looked different now, and not just because of the guns or the uniform.

Kiva carried herself well, if a bit stiffly, when they were moving through the bastion. Here, though, she moved with an unconscious ease, a smoothness that spoke of lots of experience and confidence in this environment.

It was ridiculously arousing.

She kept smiling as she joined him in gathering up ammo and grenades and anything else that might catch her fancy. They both grabbed field medical kits and then moved over to the quartermaster’s desk and set it all out. He ambled over and ran them through the process, getting everything in order. Once that was done, they put it all on and then headed out.

Donovan was waiting for them. “One last thing,” he said, pressing a small handheld tablet into Ethan’s hand, “it’s a map. Since you aren’t as familiar with the region yet and you’re leading this mission.”

“Thanks, boss,” Ethan replied, studying it briefly, then turning it on to make sure it functioned and had the necessary data. He then slipped it into an inner pocket.

“Yep. Good luck. Get back as soon as you can. I’m going for a nap,” Donovan replied, and then disappeared through one of the side doors.

“Let’s get to it,” Ethan said, and he and Kiva began to exit the HQ.
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Back in the Vast once more.

Ethan felt that chill settle over him as he led Kiva through the tunnels that would take them to the medical outpost and beyond.

He felt appreciative for the omnipresent cold. It always helped sharpen him up, get his senses more easily into focus. It made the world feel crisper, clearer, easier to navigate.

“We can talk, if you want,” Ethan said as he led her onward. “Nowhere in the Vast is safe, but this place is decently secure.”

“All right,” Kiva replied. “You really like a woman in uniform, huh?”

He chuckled. “I mean, yeah.”

“That look you were giving me in the armory...I thought you were going to jump me.”

“If we had more time, I’d have legitimately considered it,” he replied.

“Is that how you fucked Kasumi?”

He laughed awkwardly. “Well... after a mission. In the shower. She offered.”

“I’ve seen her around twice in all the commotion, I think. She looks beautiful, if she is who I’m thinking of,” she replied.

“Petite, pale, dark haired, kind of an ice queen,” he said.

Kiva nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like who I saw... is she into women?”

“I don’t think she is, but I will be sure to check, because I would be extremely happy to have a threesome with the two of you. Speaking of which, we need to have that full contact threesome with Ember pretty soon.”

“Yes, we do,” she agreed. A few moments of silence went by. “So... I’m not coming on too strong, am I?” she asked.

“What? In what way? I mean, no, in any way that I can think of,” he replied.

“I guess I mean in general. I’m sort of worried that I’m just... sliding into your lives really fast? But it feels really natural and also good, and I want to just keep doing it? But not if it’s making either of you uncomfortable.”

“I don’t feel like it’s too fast. I mean, I understand that it’s gone rather quickly. But if my life has taught me anything, it’s that I should stop fucking around and grab onto what makes me happy as much as I can. You and Ember make me happy, so I’m grabbing on, since you seem to want to be grabbed.”

“I do,” Kiva said. “I didn’t just mean that it had been three years in terms of physical intimacy, it’s been longer since I’ve had any kind of real relationship. I am... not a great partner.”

“How?” he asked. “You seem like an amazing partner.”

“Partially because I do stuff like this. Ember is among the unique few who can deal with a partner who goes out and does this. I’ve also discovered that it’s often more difficult for men to accept it when it is a woman they are with. I’m always reluctant to break things down along that particular dividing line, because so often such sentiments aren’t true, but that has been my experience.”

“I don’t disagree with you,” he replied. “This world demands all of us be tough and hard-edged, but certainly I’ve seen how there are different expectations from men and women. Women... do not go out and fight monsters, according to many men. I used to think like that when I was much younger.”

“What changed your mind?” she asked.

“A girl. We were maybe thirteen. She was my friend, but I was being a shit to her. I kept telling her girls can’t do this and girls can’t do that. She proved me wrong. Every time. Anytime I said she couldn’t do something, she found a way to do it. She started asking me, Why do you think that? And at some point, it finally stuck. Why did I think that? Because she was equal to me in some ways, and better than me in others, it finally just clicked that it made no sense. Pretty much any job a guy can do, a girl can, too.” He shrugged. “It stuck.”

“I’m glad,” she murmured.

“So am I. Thinking about it now, besides all the other reasons it’s stupid, I’d hate to think of myself trying to raise a daughter and telling her she can’t do something just because she’s a girl.” Kiva made a noise that he wasn’t quite sure how to interpret and he glanced at her. “What?”

She was smiling. Beaming, really. “Just... thinking about what you’ll be like as a father.”

“Ah.” He was silent for a moment. “I think that’s the only thing I’m a little worried about, with regards to you asking about going fast.”

“Pregnancy?” she asked. “Do you have different feelings now? I’ll understand, given how... intense last night was.”

“No, I don’t have different feelings. I’m just more worried that you might. Having sex, moving in, dating? These are all things that, obviously, I’ve done pretty quickly. But it seems... potentially dangerous to rush into parenthood with someone.”

“Well, we wouldn’t be rushing. We have, at the minimum, nine months,” she replied. “But I understand what you mean. I trust you. I don’t know what it is, but something in me said ‘he would be a perfect choice as partner and as the father of your child’, and that feels only more true with each passing hour.”

“Oh. Well... good. I’m glad,” he replied.

She laughed softly. “You sound distracted. Are you thinking of Ember and I, fat and pregnant with your children?”

“Um... yes. We should probably focus.”

“Probably,” she agreed.

They pressed on in silence.


Chapter Six




The atmosphere had changed by the time they were coming up on the old medical station.

They were both tense. Something had pinged their instinctual radars, but neither had been able to articulate what.

That was never a good sign.

Ethan had his rifle firmly in hand as he approached the opening that led into the cavern. He could hear the waterfall. It sounded somewhat more subdued than last time, but perhaps everything had seemed loud when he was last here, given how desperate the situation had been.

The two of them came to the threshold as the rocky tunnel terminated.

There they stood, weapons in hand, surveying the situation. There were still signs of the previous battle. Some dead, decaying Mantises laying around like broken dolls cast aside. The air was moist and uncomfortably cold now.

“I don’t see anything,” he murmured.

“Neither do I,” Kiva replied.

“I’ve got point, keep to my six,” he said.

“Check.”

They went inside. He indicated the hole that the waterfall fell into. It did look less powerful than last time. “Don’t go near that. There’s a huge tentacle monster in it.”

“Are you joking?” she replied, looking at it.

“No. I don’t joke about the Vast, at least not when I’m actually in it,” he replied.

“Good policy.”

They moved past the Mantis corpses, giving them a wide berth, just in case any of them were playing dead. He couldn’t remember if that had ever been a thing or not, but he wasn’t willing to find out the hard way.

Up the natural incline brought them to the derelict outpost.

“Still looks pretty empty. I want to make a sweep of it, perimeter first, the inside, make sure the corpse is still there,” he said.

“Ready,” Kiva replied.

The next few minutes passed in smooth silence.

Ethan found himself deeply reassured as he and Kiva did their job, first encircling the outpost and, confirming nothing outside was waiting for them, shifted in. She watched his back as he led the way. They were careful and methodical, and cleared each room. He had been confident in Kiva’s abilities already, but the ability to work in tandem with someone you hadn’t worked with before, or trained with, was a lot more hit or miss.

Kiva was in lockstep with him, almost like they were linked.

She was a solid, reassuring presence, just as much as Kasumi was.

“Okay,” he muttered as he pulled open the door in the morgue wall. He frowned at the scent of the corpse inside the slot. It was held within a body bag, a solid one, but it was a wet environment. It could only do so much to hide the smell. “We’re still good.”

He slammed the door shut, making sure it was firmly in place, and led Kiva back outside.

“We’ll make sure to grab him on the way back,” Ethan said as they began walking towards the far end of the cavern, the one he’d only seen during his brief stay here.

There were two ways out. One was littered with Mantis corpses, the other looked fairly clear. Although there appeared to be a bloody trail leading into it. A Mantis that had crawled off to die, or something else entirely?

That pervasive sense of wrongness had yet to abate.

“This tunnel will take us most of the way there,” Ethan murmured as he stepped cautiously up to it.

He shined the flashlight mounted on his rifle into the opening.

It wasn’t particularly large. Big enough for him to walk down without feeling too claustrophobic. He began to take a step forward, then froze.

Something was wrong.

Something was suddenly, immensely wrong.

“Back,” he whispered.

Kiva backed up without hesitation. He began to do the same thing, unsure of what had tripped his instincts, but they were shrieking right now. The fear for his life was about as strong as if he was staring down the barrel of a gun, but he hadn’t even seen–

Ethan threw himself backwards as he heard the faintest sound overhead. He snapped his gaze and his rifle up as he sailed back and just barely managed to catch sight of an uncertain figure detaching from the ceiling. He fired as he landed heavily on his back and heard Kiva fire as well. They put bullets into the creature until it stopped moving.

He lay there on his back, staring and panting, waiting for something else to happen.

Nothing did.

“Cover,” he said as he got to his feet.

“Check,” Kiva replied tightly.

Ethan crept forward, playing his light into the tunnel once again. He looked down when he felt like there was nothing else waiting for them in the immediate area.

“Wraith,” he growled, nudging the slate gray corpse with his foot.

“Great,” Kiva muttered.

“Activate your shoulder flashlights, we’re going to want all the light we can get,” he said as he did the same thing.

The tunnel lit up, revealing nothing but rock and dirt and a bloody trail that led beyond the light’s reach.

“This is a bad sign,” he muttered. “I’m tempted to call it off now, but...I’d feel like an idiot if we called it off and that was the only thing standing between us and our objective. All right, if we run into signs of a lot of them, we’ll go home. I was already reluctant to take just one person here, but we’re no good to Wayport dead.”

“Lead on,” Kiva replied.

He felt some measure of relief that she seemed to trust him to make decisions and lead her. He supposed he’d proved himself when he’d saved her life. They headed into the tunnel. The smell got worse immediately, the faint reek of old blood and decayed death and monstrous things. He kept focused as he carefully led them down the tunnel, checking the walls, the floor, the ceiling, anything for signs of Wraiths.

Now that he knew for a fact they were around, he felt more locked in to this particular threat.

Time crawled. They moved, foot by foot, down the tunnel, senses dialed up to eleven. Every time an unknown sound came echoing down to them, they stopped and waited. Progress felt torturous, even with only two of them.

But, finally, they reached the end of the tunnel.

It opened into a rounded cave with three other tunnels leading away from it, one of them clearly drilled into the rock by long dead prospectors. As he thought of those old prospectors, Ethan was suddenly stricken by the question of how many people were still alive on the planet. It seemed difficult to get any kind of accurate guess, but he had been told that, before everything went to hell, there had been billions of humans across the surface.

He couldn’t even imagine that, though he did wonder if even back then people could imagine it. He had trouble coping with a thousand people all living in a single cavern, but he thought that, altogether, there were probably hundreds of thousand, perhaps even a few million humans left scattered in the cavernous spaces beneath the ashes of the old world.

Were they doomed?

Was humanity doomed to extinction and it just didn’t know it yet?

Ethan made himself focus. What mattered here and now was helping out his own little piece of the underground, his own little home.

His own pocket of sanity in an insane world.

The two natural tunnels were dark. The lights revealed unmoving lumps on the ground, not big enough to be corpses, but the smell was worse.

Oh. Not corpses.

Pieces of corpses.

He saw a human arm and several Mantis limbs and one severed head. They looked like they’d been chewed on. This might be a feeding ground. He waited, tensing, carefully scanning the area, playing his light across the rough, uneven surfaces.

The pieces of the dead looked old and discarded, not freshly chewed.

He saw faint prints in the dirt in some places, all of them leading off towards one of the tunnels that led away from the storage cache. Another few moments passed in silence as Ethan continued hunting. Finally, he took a few cautious steps out into the small cavern. Nothing happened. He took a few more.

Nothing continued to happen.

“I think that was just a rogue Wraith,” he said finally, relaxing just a little.

“That’s my impression, too,” Kiva agreed.

“Glad I didn’t call it. Come on, we’re almost there.”

They moved with still a fair amount of caution down the drilled tunnel. Despite everything, he found himself thinking of Ember talking about how he’d been drilling her. And now he was going to be drilling Kiva regularly, too…

Focus.

Or there’d be no drilling.

The tunnel finally came to an end, as it let out into an odd cavern. It was much taller than it was broad or wide, the ceiling lost to the shadows. If anything, it was like a hallway, sweeping left and right, also disappearing into darkness. Perhaps thirty feet separated the wall they were emerging from and the one across from them.

A large piece of metal had been fitted to the wall, above a row of points of ingress.

It read: STORAGE CACHE #448.

All of the doors had been broken open.

“Fuck,” he whispered. “This thing has been cracked wide open and for a long time.”

“What do we do?” Kiva asked.

“I want to take a peek inside. Maybe we can snag some important things, get a sense of what might be left.”

“I’m ready.”

They stepped out into the long cave. Farther away from them, to either side, were the rusted remains of what looked to be moving vehicles. Cargo carriers and forklifts and a big flatbed transport. They all looked ancient and stripped down.

“What was this place? This cave seems really unnatural,” he muttered.

“I think it was a thoroughfare,” she replied.

“What’s that?”

“The ones from before, when they were drilling into the earth and setting up all this, created networks of tunnels that looked like this. Unnaturally smooth, long but narrow, so they could drive these vehicles through them. Like our trading caravans now. I think this was going to be a Passageway eventually. But they never got around to it.”

“You’ve seen stuff like this before?” he asked.

“Yes. A few times.”

They crossed the thoroughfare and came up to one of the openings. It was broad and tall enough to admit most of the vehicles around. There were a good dozen of them, with another dozen more human-sized doors between them.

They all led into a massive space.

He couldn’t immediately guess as its size because most of it was lost to shadows, even with their lights, but from the echo alone he knew it had to be huge.

It could be half the size of Wayport.

“Wow,” he muttered, looking around.

The space beyond the openings was broad and empty, save for a scattering of rocks, dirt, and debris. Beyond that, he saw what seemed to be immense metal shelves, reaching up into the darkness and vanishing without revealing their true height. They were big enough to comfortably hold his shack, and many more like it.

Most of them were bare, but some still had huge metal containers.

There were some corpses around, but they looked skeletal. He had no sense that they weren’t alone in the massive metal hollow.

“This is too big,” he muttered after a moment. “We’d have to spend hours here to find anything, and even then we’d be lucky.”

“So we head back?” Kiva asked.

Ethan remained where he was for a few moments more, his mind wandering in wonder.

Every instance he’d had of coming across remains of the old order, of who humanity was before now, always struck him with awe. Mostly in the sheer scale of things. They seemed to build everything massively, and they seemed to have so many resources, so much manpower, such advanced technology. Everything about this place seemed grand and almost mythic.

How had they, as a species, been reduced to this?

Huddling beneath a false sun, in buildings lashed together from the most basic material, fighting monsters and each other for scraps of food and medicine.

How could it have possibly come to this?

It didn’t just seem impossible, it seemed wrong.

They’d had everything.

The power, the knowledge, the resources. Everything.

What madness could possibly have driven them to throw it all away?

“Ethan?” Kiva asked.

“Yeah,” he replied, “let’s go home.”


Chapter Seven




“Another one back home,” Donovan muttered as Ethan hauled the body bag up and laid it on the examination table of Crawler HQ’s infirmary.

“Yep,” he replied, a little awkwardly.

It had been a mercifully by-the-book run on the way back. They’d run into nothing but a single Stray that they’d scared off so quickly they almost missed it. They found a handful of supplies in the medical outpost, nothing really significant, and then he’d hauled the body back. They’d used the inner tunnels that led into the backdoor of HQ for obvious reasons.

It wasn’t a great idea to drag around the corpse of one of the most significant people in the bastion.

“You seem a little less...crazy,” Ethan said as he stretched and popped his neck.

“I had a nap and a bite to eat and a shower, so... yeah. Feeling more human and less feral now,” Donovan muttered. He wrote something on a clipboard and then shook his head and hung it on the wall. “Too fucking old for this goddamn shit now. Okay, uh... you and Kiva go wrap up, and then meet me in the briefing room.”

“Got it,” Ethan replied.

He guided Kiva first to the armory, where they gave everything back. From there, they moved to the locker room and stripped of their armor and uniforms. Ethan was tempted to take a shower. Even a benign run through the Vast left him feeling dirty. But it was obvious that Donovan was under a lot of pressure and desperately wanted to continue this whole thing.

And, in truth, he was pretty curious to see what exactly was going on.

So they pulled their clothes back on, took a bathroom break, and then headed to the briefing room.

“Oh wow, Kasumi. Hi,” Ethan said as he stepped in.

Kasumi sat at the table, the only other person in the room besides Donovan. “Hello, Ethan. It’s good to see you,” she replied.

“You as well,” he said.

“Have a seat,” Donovan said impatiently, studying a tablet unhappily. They both quickly sat down. Donovan looked over it for a moment longer, then took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Okay, let’s just get right down to it. Kiva, you are officially intending to be a Crawler, yes?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I’m here to stay.”

“Thank God. I did a bit asking around about you. You’ve got a very unique name. A lot of people remember you as a competent professional who can be counted on to get the job done and work well under pressure.”

“Oh. Good. I hope that’s what they’d say about me.”

“Yes. So, welcome to the team. You will be part of saving our asses. We have a lot to cover, so I need you all to pay very close attention. What I’m about to say is not to leave this room. You keep it to yourselves. Understand?”

They all responded affirmatively.

“Good. As of this moment, we now have twelve Crawlers total.”

“What the fuck happened?” Ethan asked before he could think better of it.

“Well our only other Level Four Crawler abandoned us while you were in the hospital. He’s the one who was off in another bastion. He called to say he was transferring. I finally managed to get out of him that he’d fallen in love over there, so... fantastic for him. But he’s gone. We lost Langley during that medical outpost mission, and Drake during your big recovery mission. We also just yesterday lost another, Bosco, to a pack of Strays. And now, all but Thatch and one other Level Two have quit because it’s getting to be too much.”

“Fuck,” Ethan muttered.

“My sentiments exactly. We’re scouring for recruits right now, but the Vast is getting more dangerous, it seems. We have twelve left now. Kasumi is the highest ranking, the only Level Four. Besides Thatch and Saxon, everyone else is a Level Three. The biggest problem with this, besides the obvious lack of personnel, is we now only have three field technicians. Kasumi is one of them, and right now I need her to be more of a leader than a tech. Saxon, a tech who works here, has stepped up, but he’s barely a Crawler. And that just leaves Hertz, who is running himself ragged.

“We also only have three field medics. This is already a bad thing, but it’s made significantly worse by the fact that Wayport is falling apart, and a lot of what we need right now is out in the Vast. I’ve got everyone working hard. I’m going to be relying heavily on everyone, but I’m going to be relying on you three the most.”

“Wait, why me?” Kiva asked.

“Based off everything I’ve learned about you, and my own impressions of you so far, I feel like you are not just a competent Crawler, but a very responsible one. Pretty much everyone I managed to talk to said you can and will get the job done. Yet you aren’t a merciless machine that’s one bad day away from turning full psycho. Everything costs something. Fantastic Crawlers typically are horrible in some other way. It’s rare to find Crawlers who are excellent at their jobs, but also don’t really cost you anything. Like, I don’t have to worry you’re going to burn down a building or start a riot or are secretly a serial killer.”

“Has that been a problem?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Fuck.”

“Yep. From what I can tell, you three are going to be my most practically useful and versatile tools for solving these problems. That being said, I’m going to give you a brief overview of our biggest issues. Mostly, it’s a matter of stuff breaking down. Our biggest issues right now are the power core, the hydroponics garden, and the heating elements.

“These are three crucial, completely necessary systems that we cannot afford to have down for very long. And all of them are in desperate need of repair. Mostly in the form of rare parts and complicated pieces of technology that we can’t just whip up. I was genuinely hoping that storage cache would have at least some of what we so desperately need... maybe it still might, I don’t know. We’ll find out soon.

“Anyway, on top of that, we have a number of other, less important but not unimportant things that need to be done. Monsters to be hunted and killed, stockpiles to be investigated, repairs to be made. Now, all that being said, I’m going to make requests of every Crawler to, for the next month, accept a switch over to a one day rest period as opposed to two. Would the three of you consent to this? You are the first I’m asking.”

“I’ll do it,” Kasumi said.

Ethan looked at Kiva. She looked back at him.

“I’d be all right with this. Now that I’m healed up, I am kind of excited to feel useful again,” she said.

“Yes, I’ll do it,” Ethan agreed, looking back to Donovan.

“Thank you,” he said quietly. “This is an incredibly difficult decision. I was originally going to leave it at just two weeks, but the Governor talked me up to a month. She’s more desperate than I am. I know some of us won’t take it, and that’s fine, but I know at least one who will take it and shouldn’t.”

“Who?” Ethan asked, genuinely curious.

“You haven’t met him yet. His name is Casten. He’s been with us for two years. Everything he does, he does for his family. He’s got seven kids, two of whom are his brother’s kids. He took them in after his brother died crawling. He’s a ridiculously dedicated and hard worker. He takes too many risks for a man with such a big family. But he’s a believer. In the bastion. In the people. In walking into the cold and the dark so that others don’t have to.” He sighed heavily.

“I’ll talk to him,” Kasumi said. “Maybe I can convince him he’s done enough.”

“You and I both know that man will go to his death never feeling like he’s done enough,” Donovan muttered, rubbing absently at his stubble-lined jaw. “These are the sacrifices we must make... anyway. Thank you for accepting. That’s really the bulk of it. The only other thing I want to ask is, if you come across anyone else who you think might be a good Crawler, send them my way, and soon. You’ve got tomorrow off, and then I need all three of you here bright and early day after tomorrow. We’ve got a lot of shit to run down. Now, is there anything you need to say to me?”

“No,” Kasumi said simply.

“I need something from you,” Ethan replied.

Donovan looked at him with a mixture of worry and frustration. “Go on….”

“It’s not-this isn’t a shakedown. I’m not going to make all sorts of crazy demands just because you need me.”

Donovan sighed and shook his head. “Right. Sorry. I’m… it’s been stressful, and I’ve run into that too often. It’s why I hate needing people.”

“I get it. No, I need you to set up a meeting between me and Ember and Governor Sinclair. A thirty-minute meeting, soon as you can.”

“Well, I could do that, and I’m willing to, but why?”

“We want to help the Pit. Seems anytime anyone gets some clout and some coin, they immediately move out of the Pit, and nothing changes. Kiva and I are both Crawlers now. We can help. The people down there need help. Too many power outages because no one gives enough of a fuck to fix the wiring, too much crime, too many people being beaten up or shaken down by guards in a bad mood, too many people freezing or going hungry. I can help by crawling and giving coin, Ember can help in a much more direct and practical way,” Ethan explained.

Donovan was nodding. “All right, sold. I was in the Pit once. Miserable fucking experience, and life has taught me that it didn’t necessarily need to be miserable. Some things in life just suck no matter how you cut it or pretty it up, but not as many things as people think. It was my opinion that too many motherfuckers up on the top tier are sucking up too much of the resources, but anyone who agrees isn’t actually in a position of power. Until Sinclair came along. She’s actually listening. So, I think she’ll actually be thrilled to have this meeting. I’ll let you know.”

“Thank you. Seriously. It would mean a lot. Second thing, and I might have tried to communicate this earlier, but I was... fucked up on morphine, so I can’t remember. The monsters are getting smarter out there, Captain, and that is a concern.”

Donovan paled a little as he said that. He hesitated before speaking. “What kind of proof do you have of this? It isn’t the first time it’s come up.”

“I will admit, instinct mostly. We’ve run into a few of them out there that seem weirdly smart. On top of that–and I’m telling you this on the condition that no one gets any bright ideas–Ember has a pet cave cricket. A rather sizable one. And he seems oddly intelligent for a bug.”

“He does,” Kiva agreed. “Also, huge.”

“How huge?” Donovan asked.

“A bit bigger than my fist,” Ethan replied.

“Interesting...we have had reports of more intelligent creatures, inside and outside the bastion, but they’ve been too far down the priority list to really catch my interest. Until just recently. Ridge was just telling me this morning about a group of Husks they ran into that seemed to be using actual basic tactics. Almost like a Stray pack...would you be willing to bring your bug to a lab to be scanned? Maybe get a few samples taken?”

“Provided he will not suffer, yes. I’m attached to him, and Ember is very attached to him,” Ethan replied.

Donovan nodded. “I understand. I have a pet as well, so...yeah, I know the feeling. All right, I’ll set something and let you know. Anything else?”

“Yes. I want to move. A noticeably bigger place, but still in the Pit. Kiva’s moving in with us. And, in the future, there will probably be children,” he said.

Kiva made a small sound, and then cleared her throat and shifted in her chair. Donovan stared at the two of them for a moment, then glanced over at Kasumi. She seemed very slightly awkward, though Ethan couldn’t really tell why.

“I can help with that. I’ll pass it along and someone will come assist you with it. Either we can find a place or build one. But there’s one last thing I need to know. And it’s not comfortable, but we’re all adults here. As not just your boss, but your boss in a field that is ridiculously dangerous, I need to know who’s having sex with who. Mainly because it might factor into decision-making. So…?”

“Kiva and I are together,” Ethan said.

Kiva nodded, blushing now. “Yes. Romantically...and sexually.”

“All right.” Donovan waited.

Ethan glanced at Kasumi. She was actually blushing a little now. She sighed. “Ethan and I had sex, and...I am...still in the process of making a decision, and need to speak with Ethan about it, but some kind of more...substantial relationship isn’t off the table.”

Ethan resisted the urge to raise an eyebrow. That was news to him.

Well, they hadn’t exactly had a lot of time to speak over the past few days, and a lot could happen in even so short a window of time.

“Very well then,” Donovan said. “Anyone else you’re fucking in the Crawlers?” he asked.

“No,” Ethan replied.

“Not Thatch? She seemed... taken with you,” he asked.

“No, I haven’t done anything with her.”

“All right. Thank you for being honest. I’ve got some calls to make. Um, Kasumi will help fill you in on the basics of being a Crawler, but I imagine you already know all that. Don’t forget to check with Jon to get your payments and to update your information, Kiva. See you day after tomorrow.”

They said their goodbyes and Donovan left the room, closing the door behind him.

A moment of awkward silence passed.

“We should probably talk, huh?” Ethan asked finally, looking at Kasumi.

“Yes.” She cleared her throat and turned to face him. She had the expression of someone about to face down a particularly unpleasant task. “First of all, I would like to apologize for not managing to make it in to visit you while you were coherent. It has been especially busy, and I agreed to go on a mission each of the days you were recovering.”

“It’s fine. I’m not offended,” Ethan replied.

“Thank you. Also, Kiva, hello. We haven’t formally met. It’s nice to meet you,” she said.

“You too. Ethan... likes you a lot,” she replied.

“Does he now?” Kasumi murmured, looking at him.

He chuckled awkwardly. “Uh... yeah, I’d say that’s accurate. I respect you. I like you. I’m ridiculously attracted to you.”

“That’s all good to hear. I’ve been considering things since our... encounter. I began wondering if perhaps I’d become too reclusive. I’m not sure I could ever be a lover to you in the same sense that Ember or Kiva are. But I could be more. And if you are willing to explore, and if Ember and Kiva are willing to let that happen, then I am willing to explore, too.”

“I’d have to talk with Ember about it, and Kiva…” He looked at her.

“I’m fine with it,” she replied.

“Really? Just like that? Not that I’m complaining,” Kasumi asked.

“I’m still getting settled and finding my footing, in pretty much every way, but based on what we have so far... I feel like Ethan would listen to me if some problem came up in the future. I feel like he and Ember, and I’m hoping you, would work with me to find a solution.”

“I’m reasonable, I would at least try,” Kasumi replied. “And that’s good. I’m glad. That you feel so comfortable around Ethan so quickly is a point in his favor.”

“Definitely,” Kiva agreed. “I just have one question. Will it just be him, or are you interested in us as well?”

“Ah. I’m just into Ethan.”

“Okay, that’s fine. Just thought I’d ask.”

“Asking is good. In that case, may I spend some time with you all tonight? See your home? I’m very curious to meet your pet now,” Kasumi replied.

“Yeah. Let’s get paid and get out of here,” Ethan replied.


Chapter Eight




“I wonder how intimidating we are. Three Crawlers, one of whom is probably the hardest of the whole lot,” Ethan said as they walked down into the Pit.

“Who is the hardest?” Kasumi asked.

“You, obviously.”

She chuckled. “I doubt it.”

“Come on, really? You’ve pulled off how many missions? Risked your life, genuinely, how many times?” he asked.

“This is true, but I did it with the benefit of genetic engineering. Ridge has done more than I have, and without that benefit.”

“You have genetic engineering?” Kiva asked.

“Yes. I got lucky, for the most part.”

“How does looking young help?” Ethan asked.

“It isn’t just looking young. My genetic makeup helps me concentrate, grants me a lot of endurance, lets me go for a lot longer than most other people. Makes me stronger and faster. It’s a cumulative effect. Having years of these benefits compounds and adds up. As far as I know, Ridge is as he was when he was born. His successes are more... authentic.”

“I don’t know about that,” Kiva said. “I see your point, but you still did the things that you did. You chose to do them, to help people, to risk your life. That’s just as significant. Are you truly risking less?”

“Perhaps that’s a good point,” Kasumi murmured.

“Did you ever live here?” Ethan asked after a moment.

“Yes, for a few years,” Kasumi replied. “I probably would have gone on living here, but eventually the inconveniences built up enough that I realized I had no real reason not to move out. So I did.”

“I had a potentially personal question,” Ethan said.

“I will probably answer it.”

“Okay.” He considered telling her she didn’t have to if she didn’t want to, but it was immediately obvious to him that Kasumi already knew this. “Why did you leave your home bastion?”

She was quiet for a few seconds. “I was forced out. To make a long story short... someone new rose to power, and they decided that those who’d had genetic work done had to go. It was either leave or die. So I left, with my mother. She did not survive the journey.”

“Oh... God. I’m sorry,” he said.

“I appreciate that, but I have grieved. I’ll never truly move beyond it, but I have made peace with it. It’s in the past. But that’s how I ended up here. All in all... I don’t resent being here. The people here are more appreciative of my efforts. And, admittedly, it is nice nowadays to be a big fish in a small pool.... Now I have a personal question.”

“I’m listening,” Ethan replied.

“Are you really going to get both Ember and Kiva pregnant? That seemed to be the implication earlier.”

“Oh. Um. Well...yeah. It’s definitely looking that way,” Ethan replied.

“He’s certainly going to try,” Kiva murmured. “Speaking of which, now that I’ve had some more time to think about it... I want it. And that means I have to get rid of my implant, just in case it is still working.”

“You have one of those birth control implants? I can remove it for you up at HQ.”

“I would really appreciate it.”

“Good. We can do it after we get back from the next mission. I’d offer to do it before, but the fewer open wounds we have going out there, the better.”

“Very true.”

They came to their shared shack then and he unlocked the door. Ember was waiting for them at the table, reading from a tablet. She was getting to her feet as they stepped in, looking excited and deeply relieved.

“Hello, love,” Ethan said as she hurried over and hugged him.

“You’re both okay, right?” she asked.

“Yes. We’re both fine. It was a routine mission, barely saw anything out there,” he replied.

“Thank goodness, I-oh, hello. Sorry, I didn’t see you,” she said as they made some room.

“It’s fine. Hello, Ember,” Kasumi replied.

“Hello, again,” Ember said.

“Wait...you two met?” Ethan asked.

“Yes. At the hospital...oh right, you were still unconscious. Right after they got you stable, Kasumi slipped by for a bit to check on you. We talked,” Ember replied.

“Why’d you apologize for not visiting me?” he asked, looking at her.

“I did specify ‘while you were coherent’. Functionally speaking, from your perspective, I never visited,” she replied.

“All right, fair enough. Well, um, we’re all here together, then. Kasumi wanted to hang out with us, talk about things…” he said. “Also, let’s just tell you this now. Kiva and I have agreed to a one-day-off policy for the next month. Things are... busy. And we are needed.”

“Oh,” Ember murmured, her features falling.

“I’m sorry, Ember, but–” he began, but she shook her head.

“No, don’t apologize. This sucks, but this is good. You’re helping. You’re needed. You were asked, and you stepped up. I respect that a lot,” she replied, taking his hands. Then she turned to Kiva. “And you as well, Kiva. That’s commendable and I’m happy. Just... also afraid and sad.”

“You must be very strong to build a life with a Crawler, let alone two,” Kasumi said. “But here’s something I can say that might help you. Most of the Crawlers I’ve known have been in a serious relationship with a civilian at one point or another. They all told me the same thing: knowing they had a partner waiting for them back home helped them focus, helped motivate them.”

“That’s... yes, it does help. Thank you,” she murmured.

“I have good news. Like, big good news,” Ethan said.

“I’m listening,” Ember replied, smiling a little cautiously.

“Donovan’s going to help us figure out a place to move somewhere in the Pit, and he’s also going to get you and I meeting with the Governor.”

Her eyes went wide. “A meeting with the Governor for what?”

“Your plan to help the Pit?”

“The fucking Governor? Why?”

“I mean, who better to ask for help? Donovan says the new Governor actually gives a shit about the bastion. She wants to help people. I’m inclined to trust his opinion. But even if she’s got bigger priorities, we should at least make her aware and find out just how much she might be willing to put her coin where her mouth is,” he replied.

“He’s right,” Kasumi said. “I’ve spoken with her a few times. She needed consultation on a few things related to the Vast and needed my opinion. She seems like she’s playing a clean game, and her care of the citizens seems authentic.”

“Well... all right. But shit! I thought I’d have a bit more time before I had to, you know, get really serious about it!” Ember replied, walking back over to the table and sitting down heavily.

“It’ll probably take a few days. So you still have some time,” Kasumi said.

“Yeah... I’ll have to talk with Lena. I know she’s a lot more plugged in than I am…”

“Oh my goodness, that is huge,” Kasumi muttered as Ethan spotted Hopper coming in from the bedroom.

“What?... oh, yes. This is our pet, Hopper.”

“Right... there’s one other thing I need to talk to you about,” he said.

“What?” she asked. “I don’t like that tone.”

“They want to study Hopper, because he’s so smart,” Ethan replied.

“Study how?”

“Scan him. Maybe take a few tiny samples. I made sure to emphasize the fact that hurting him is off the table. But they’re trying to figure something out right now, and he might be an important puzzle piece.”

“Mmm.” She crossed her arms, looking at Hopper uncertainly. “I’ll allow it only if I’m able to be present at all times. If we’re taking him anywhere, either you or me or Kiva has to do it. I’m not leaving him anywhere. He comes home. If they need more scans, then we can do it again. And I want one of us in the room. I know how people get about bugs.”

“Understood,” he replied. “Believe me, I care about him, too.”

“I know. I just…” She frowned and patted the table. “Come on, Hopper,” she murmured. He leaped up onto the table in a single great bound. “He was all I had for company for a long time. He’s nice to me. He’s nice to everyone. He cares about us.... Are you hungry?” she asked.

Hopper chirped twice in rapid succession.

“Okay. That means yes,” she said as she got up.

“Fascinating,” Kasumi murmured, stepping closer. “Can you replicate it?”

“Yeah. Hopper, you hungry?” she asked again as she got out some of the chopped mushroom. He made the exact same sound, a little more insistently this time. She laughed softly. “Okay, okay. I hear you.”

“Definitely fascinating,” she said. “Besides his great size, I can’t see anything obviously different about him.”

“He’s a sweetheart,” Ember said as she dropped some tiny bits of chopped mushroom onto the floor, in his little corner.

He immediately hopped off the table and over to the food.

“There you go,” she said quietly, crouching for a moment beside him and watching him eat. After a bit, she stood up, brushing off her hands. “So, Kasumi, you’re hanging out with us tonight. I was thinking of putting dinner together soon.”

“I would love dinner,” she replied. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Yes, actually. Ethan, why don’t the two of you head back to the Market and get some more red sauce? Kiva and I can start making the spaghetti. Also... I wouldn’t mind some wine, if you can find some.”

“I’m sure we can find some,” Kasumi said.

“What’s that look?” Ember asked.

“Just...what if you’re pregnant?” he replied.

“Hmm. Not a bad point. I don’t think I am, though... but I guess I can’t know for sure... fuck.”

“We can swing by Crawler HQ, and I can grab a kit,” Kasumi offered. “It’s quick and easy, and pretty certain. We need to be certain if any of our Crawlers are pregnant.”

“Sound good?” Ethan asked.

“Yes. If I am pregnant, well... the wine will keep.”

Both Ember and Kiva hugged him tightly and kissed him on the mouth. He wished them farewell and then headed back out with Kasumi in tow.
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“You seem a little quiet,” Ethan said as they walked into the Marketplace.

“I am... reflecting,” Kasumi replied.

“On what?”

“On my... isolation. I am, by my nature, a loner. I enjoy my privacy. The thing is, I’ve had to live with others before. I hated it. Or I remember hating it. But, looking back on it now, there were some circumstances in which I... appreciated it. That’s what I was thinking of. What divided those two experiences.”

“And? Any conclusions?”

“Yes. I hate it when it’s forced on me, but that’s obvious. I suppose I did not like it when I felt I did not have enough space of my own. There were times where I was happy where I was. Five years ago was the last time I lived with anyone else. A Crawler died, a friend. He was like Casten. Good, strong, honest. He did everything for his family. He died protecting a group of people.

“I felt so terrible, and I could tell his wife was just... distraught. Lost, utterly, without him. We were somewhat close. I asked her if she would like to come to stay with me for a time, until she found her feet again. She agreed and moved herself and her two children into my home. It was big enough to accommodate. I became,” she smiled, “Aunt Kas.”

“That’s very sweet,” he said.

She chuckled. “Yes, it was. Annoying, at times. Frustrating at others. But for the most part... it was good. Looking back on it now, I’m realizing that there were so many nights where I took some measure of comfort and peace from being in my room, reading or meditating or fixing something, and hearing them talk or play elsewhere in the house. I think... I like having people around, actually within my home, just not interacting with them too much.”

“I actually understand that,” Ethan replied. “Why not move in with someone?”

“Well, the problem there is that I need to find the right people. People who will respect my privacy, who aren’t too noisy or bothersome, who I like and who like me... I’m a picky person.”

Before he could think better of it, he said, “You could live with us.”

Kasumi stopped. Ethan stopped as well. They looked at each other for a moment.

“Um... was that a stupid suggestion?” he asked after a moment, because she had a look on her face he couldn’t quite read.

“No,” she replied. “Just... well, I know we were waiting for the right time to speak about our... about us, you and I, but... it was, um, moving in was on my mind. At least as a possibility.”

“Oh. Interesting.”

“If it’s too... personal, too familiar, we don’t have to do it,” she said.

“Let me talk with Kiva and Ember about it. And we also have to figure out precisely what our new place will be like. Is there even a building in the Pit that could comfortably accommodate four people?”

“I believe so. It’s just a matter of finding it,” she replied. “Also... I’ll understand if you need more time or don’t want me to move in. It’s a big change.”

“I’m really okay with it,” Ethan replied.

“Why are you so sure?”

“The first thing I felt when I realized Kiva was going to move in was... relief? And happiness. I like having other people around. I think I go through short phases where I kind of want to be alone, but for the most part, I like sharing a living space with other people... obviously that becomes an even more attractive prospect when those people are women I’m having sex with. Speaking of which….”

“Right,” she murmured. “I guess we should probably talk more directly about... you and me. In truth, I am still figuring things out. I know I want sex from you, and I’m fairly confident I would enjoy sharing a household with you. I’m... not sure about romantic attachment. I’m not saying no to that, I’m more saying that... well, I’m not sure. It’s been so long since I’ve been romantically involved with someone, and it didn’t go so well last time. I’m not even sure if I can be romantic anymore….”

“I can wait,” he replied. “And if you decide you want to be roommates who occasionally have sex, I can live with that just fine. Honestly, I can live with it just fine if you want to be friends who don’t have sex. Although I would very much miss the sex.”

She laughed. “So would I. I at least know I still want that. Now, let’s see if we can’t find that red sauce.”


Chapter Nine




Dinner had gone well.

They had come back and he, Kasumi, and Kiva ended up sitting around the table after Ember inevitably shooed them away from the kitchen so she could do it herself. They ate, they talked, they laughed, and he was very glad to see that, despite her general demeanor, Kasumi actually fit pretty well into their dynamic.

She was a bit distant and even awkward at first, but she quickly began to relax, and then she was telling stories along with the rest of them.

“Okay, I’ve got one,” Ethan said after Kasumi finished telling them about another of her more daring adventures in the Vast. “Weirdest thing you found in the Vast.”

“As in, weirdest creature?” Kasumi asked.

“No. Well, I mean, if it was a creature, then yeah, but I mean anything. Could be a building or a natural formation or, well, anything. Just really weird shit.”

“Hmm. Okay. Lemme think.”

“I’ve got one,” Kiva said.

“Go for it,” Kasumi replied.

“I found a crystal. This was maybe five years ago. It was...like...green-indigo? With some pink thrown in. No, not quite pink...it was a very curious blend of colors, but evenly distributed? It wasn’t very big, could fit in the palm of your hand. I was on a scouting run with two others. Someone had found a tunnel that led pretty deep into the earth, and we were investigating. It looked like someone had dropped it, like it wasn’t growing out of the walls or anything. When I picked it up, it made me sneeze. Like, hard.”

“What?” Ember asked.

Kiva laughed. “I know! It’s so weird, but every single time I picked it up, same thing happened. I’d put it down, pick it back up, hard sneeze. That’s not even the weirdest thing. I passed it to my partner, and he started coughing, like he was choking. Dropped it, it went away. Then we gave it to the other person and…” She laughed. “It’s not funny. I shouldn’t be laughing because it’s not funny.”

“What happened?” Kasumi asked.

“She pissed herself. Like instantly.”

Ember snorted. “That’s kind of funny.”

“It wasn’t funny for her,” Kiva replied.

“Yeah, but... come on.”

“So what happened? What was it?” Ethan asked.

“No fucking clue. We secured it and brought it back, last I heard they were sending it off to a specialist, and I never heard of it again.”

“Huh... that is seriously fucking weird,” Ember murmured. “How about you, babe?”

“Um... hmm. Okay. I’ve got one. During my year in the Vast, I was out poking around with another Crawler. She was a traveling Crawler, and she had a device that could sense voids behind cave walls. We were looking for some and found one. No life signs, and it seemed pretty small. She put a shaped charge on the wall nearest to it and blew it open.

“Inside, we found an opening maybe the size of this shack. And inside was a campsite. An old one. Tent, heat-foil blanket, a pack with some supplies. Food, water, weapons, medicine. Some of it used. Here’s the problem. That was a sealed chamber. A naturally sealed chamber. The walls, the floor, the ceiling, all unmarked except what we’d done. And there was no body.”

“So wait, how did they get in there then?” Ember asked.

“Or out,” Kasumi murmured.

He shrugged. “No fucking clue. We spent all day in that chamber trying to figure it out. She actually kept going back, trying to see what she was missing. In the end, she gave up and left. No fucking clue. I went back one day, near the end of my crawling days, found it cleared out. Someone had found the gear and taken it, I guess. Still no idea.”

“That’s fucking creepy,” Ember muttered.

“Yep.” He looked at Kasumi. “Your turn.”

Her expression had turned serious. She seemed to be weighing what to tell them. Finally, she cleared her throat and sat up a little straighter. “All right, so... I don’t tell this to many people. Donovan knows. That other Level Four Crawler who’s gone now knows. Otherwise, I haven’t told anyone here in this bastion.”

“Now you’ve got my attention,” Ember murmured, leaning forward.

“I think the reason I don’t tell anyone is because it seems so unlikely. It happened during my journey away from my original bastion. I was feeling angry and adventurous. A dangerous mixture. I learned about an expedition. Like Kiva’s story, an old, old natural tunnel had been found by a wandering merchant, and he’d sold the information to an explorer. He wanted to investigate. He was a connoisseur of what he called ‘the Old Paths’. Tunnels and caverns in the Earth that had not been touched by anyone or anything for millennia.

“I knew enough about tech and fighting by then that I sold my services as a technician and got accepted. They had a lot of technical gear that needed maintenance, so I was fairly busy. We got to the tunnel, and we followed it. It went down for a long, long, long way. Three miles.”

“Holy fucking shit,” Ember muttered.

“Yes. Very deep. Deeper than anyone I’d ever heard about had been. It was getting hotter as we finally came to the end of the sloping tunnel. All the data we’d been gathering along the way was that no one had been down there before. Or, if they had, it was so long ago that time had erased all evidence. We’re talking thousands of years.

“The tunnel terminated in a chamber. It was of a good size, about three hundred feet across, seventy high. The walls had been carved to resemble pillars, and there were small hollows, in rows and columns, between the pillars. The floor was flat and smooth. There was only a single exit besides the one we’d come in through. It was about eight feet tall, four wide, and there was something carved into the wall just above the door. Well, not quite carved, more like lasered in. Engraved.”

“What was it?” Ethan asked quietly, deeply enthralled now.

“I don’t know. It was in a language I’ve never seen before. At least, I think it was a language. It seemed like characters, letters, but incomprehensible. It could have been a name, a warning, a label, it could have been graffiti for all I know.”

“So what was inside?” Ember pressed.

“A much smaller chamber. Maybe twice the size of this shack. It had also been smoothed out artificially. Inside were three... I can only describe them as sarcophagi.”

“As what?” Ethan asked.

“Tombs. Caskets. Boxes meant to hold the dead. That used to be primarily how humanity dealt with their dead. They would put them boxes and bury the boxes. Eventually that became cremation. Now corpses are too useful, and we grind them up for our soil.”

“Some places still bury their dead,” Kiva murmured. “I’ve never understood the point, though. Aren’t we all buried?”

“A bit dark, but yes,” Kasumi said.

“Okay, so... what, there were dead people inside?”

“No. Not dead people,” she replied. “Two of them were sealed and we couldn’t open them no matter what we tried. But the third one was partially open. I don’t know why, but I think perhaps that whatever locking mechanism they’d built in had finally broken down over time. Inside was a corpse, but it was not human. It was... I don’t know what it was. It resembled a human, but it was clearly not a human.”

“I don’t understand,” Ember said after a moment. “Like...a monkey? I read about those. They were kind of like humans.”

“No,” Kasumi replied. “The bone structure was all wrong. It was just bones, skeletal remains. But the skull was big, noticeably bigger than a human’s would be, or a monkey’s for that matter. Their limbs were too long, and... there were four fingers. And four toes. And the eye sockets were too big. Taken alone, any of these could have been a genetic malformation, perhaps. But altogether? It seemed...like it had come from somewhere else. And the coffin was made of a dark blue metal we couldn’t identify, even with technical analysis.”

“I feel like I’m missing something,” Ethan said after a moment. “What were they then? Where did they come from?”

“It’s not spoken of much anymore, probably because it isn’t very relevant, but for most of our history, humans across the world have reported seeing unknown craft in the air. This goes back even to ancient times, far, far before the invention of planes or any other flying craft. The commonly held belief was that they were visitors from another planet, far more advanced than us. Often the idea was that they were studying us, but there were many theories. Unfortunately, at least as far as I know, there was never much in the way of real evidence.”

“Aliens,” Kiva murmured. “Right. I’ve read a few old books referencing them.”

“So they were... from another planet?” Ember asked.

“I don’t know,” Kasumi replied. “It’s entirely possible that there was some explanation. The problem lies in the fact that, in the process of investigating that chamber, we activated... something. Either that, or it was just really, really bad luck. The ceiling caved in. Lava started coming down. Me and the guy running the expedition were the only ones who made it out alive, and it was a very near thing. The tunnel collapsed behind us. There was no going back. And he tried. Last I heard, before I walked away, was that he was preparing to go back home and put together another expedition. No idea what happened to him.”

“That’s seriously fucking weird... and creepy,” Ethan murmured.

“So if I’m understanding this right, the idea is that aliens buried three of their dead three miles down?” Kiva asked.

“Apparently. And a long, long time ago too. As in, when humans were living in caves and carrying around clubs and banging rocks together to make fire,” Kasumi replied. “You can see why I don’t tell people. It sounds like bullshit.”

“It does,” Ethan agreed. “But... I have a very hard time believing you would just straight up lie about it.”

“I saw what I saw,” Kasumi replied with a shrug. She looked at Ember. “How about you?”

“Me? Um, well... all I’ve really got is that I was watched by something once. On my way here. I woke up to a noise, this kind of whistling whooping sound? It was beautiful. I wanted to find it really bad. No one else was awake. I got up and started wandering around... I think I thought that I was dreaming.

“I felt drunk. I eventually came to a tunnel that was completely dark. That’s where the noise was coming from. And then I saw eyes open up in the darkness. They glowed a faint purple, and there were three of them. I felt compelled to go and see what it was, but then someone else from the camp showed up and asked me what the fuck I was doing. I sort of... came awake? And looked at them, and when I looked back at the tunnel, there was nothing.”

“You almost died, horribly,” Kasumi muttered.

“What? Why?” Ember asked, startled.

“I’ve never seen one myself, but I have heard stories, from Crawlers from other bastions, about the Banshees. They’re some kind of mutant. They sing. It sort of hypnotizes people, and draws them in, so that they can be snatched up and sucked dry,” Kasumi replied.

Ember shuddered hard after a moment. “Fuck.”

“I’ve never heard of those,” Ethan murmured.

“Neither have I,” Kiva said.

“They’re incredibly rare. I’d have passed it off as a ghost story, but two years ago I was visiting another bastion and got to talking with a few people who actually saw and killed one. And I believe them. They drew me one.”

“What did it look like?” Ember asked quietly.

“Spindly. Beyond that, I don’t want to say. Very creepy. So... you got lucky.”

“Apparently. Fuck.”

A moment of silence passed.

“Well, on that cheery note, um, I guess I’ll start cleaning up,” Ember said.

“Let me do it, you made dinner,” Ethan replied, getting up.

“Well... if you’re sure,” she said.

“I’m sure.”

She giggled suddenly as he began clearing the table and took another drink of her wine. They’d gotten the test and it had told them she was not pregnant. Ethan wondered how long that would last, though.

“I think you’re just trying to get a me drunker because you know what happens when I do,” Ember murmured.

“What happens?” Kiva asked.

“Let’s just say I get a lot more, um…”

“Slutty,” Ethan said as he came back for more plates.

“Aroused! You prick!” she yelled, laughing.

“Slutty,” he whispered loudly. “She gets slutty.”

“Oh…” Kiva murmured.

“Clearly Kiva approves,” Kasumi said.

“I should hope so, given what’s happening tonight,” Ember replied.

“So before this conversation gets fun,” Ethan said, “we should discuss something. Something important. About Kasumi.”

“Oh?” Ember asked, raising an eyebrow. “Kasumi? Did you see what Kiva has managed to get for herself and decided you want it, too?”

“Wow, babe,” Ethan said.

“This wine might be a little stronger than I thought it was,” Ember replied after a moment. She set it down and cleared her throat. “Sorry, maybe that was a little forward.”

Kasumi laughed, clearly amused. “Be that as it may, it was not an entirely inaccurate guess at the situation.”

“Wait, so... you want to date us?” Ember asked.

“No. What I mean is... Ethan and I were talking when we were out, and I realized that I miss living with people that I like. And I like the three of you. And you all are getting a newer, larger home, and Ethan suggested I might live with you.”

“If we’re all comfortable with it,” Ethan said.

“And I’d be happy to help with your project to improve the Pit,” Kasumi added.

Ember seemed to consider it for a moment. She looked at Kiva. “What do you think about it?”

“Kasumi seems nice. If you two are okay with it, I don’t mind sharing a home with her. I can’t imagine you’d allow someone insane or unreasonable to live with you,” she replied.

“I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Kasumi murmured, smiling a small smile.

“Well... yeah,” Ember said, sitting up straighter. “I miss living with other people. People I can trust. People I like. And we could use the help. God, having three Crawlers living under one roof? All of us dedicated to helping people down here? We’d be fucking unstoppable. Especially if one of them is the most respected Crawler in the entire bastion.”

“Well... I don’t know about... well, maybe,” Kasumi murmured. “I suppose now that Hamilton is gone…”

“Hamilton?” Ember asked.

“The only other Level Four Crawler. He moved to another bastion. I am now the highest ranking and most experienced active Crawler left. So you have a point.”

“Yeah, exactly. Yes, I’d be happy to share a home with you, Kasumi,” Ember said.

“Then it’s settled?” Ethan asked.

“Yes... although the last thing I want to state is that I would only be sexually involved with Ethan. My sex drive isn’t particularly powerful and even then, I’m not attracted to many people, and those I am are only men. So just Ethan. He would be more than enough to satisfy me. And I don’t know if the relationship would develop beyond ‘roommates who sometimes make love’.”

“Fine by me,” Ember said, and Kiva nodded.

“Well then... I guess I’ll be living with you,” Kasumi said, relaxing a little. She cleared her throat as another expression came onto her face. “That being said... I’m not adverse to watching the act of lovemaking. And, if it’s not an imposition…”

“You wanna watch us tonight?” Ember asked, grinning more fiercely.

“Yes,” Kasumi replied.

Ethan glanced at her, pausing in his dishwashing. She was actually blushing.

“I’m fine with it,” Ember said.

“Same,” Kiva agreed.

“Well then, let me finish washing up. Actually, why don’t you two go wash up and get ready. If I’m going to eat pussy, I’d like it to be clean,” he said.

“Fine, but you have to do the same. If I’m going to suck dick–” Ember replied.

“I hear you, love,” Ethan replied. “Trust me, I’m not going to stick my dick in you if it’s filthy.”

“And I appreciate that greatly,” Ember said.

“We all do,” Kiva muttered, “UTIs are fucking awful.”

Ethan began cleaning up a little faster as Ember and Kiva got to their feet.


Chapter Ten




“That is a big bed,” Kasumi murmured as she came in. “And you all are... quite attractive. I mean, without clothes as well as with them.” She paused. “I mean... I’m going to sit down now.”

Ethan laughed as he climbed onto the bed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you flustered before.”

Kasumi sighed softly. “Believe it or not, I am not master of all potential emotional encounters.”

“If I wasn’t so intensely aroused, I would also be incredibly awkward,” Kiva said. “In fact, I-oh!”

She let out a startled sound as Ember embraced her abruptly and then kissed her on the mouth. Ethan watched as Kiva very quickly leaned into it. Despite being noticeably smaller than Kiva, Ember was pretty effectively aggressive, getting her onto her back as she locked lips with her, hands running across Kiva’s voluptuous, fit body.

After a moment, he got closer, taking Kiva’s hand and guiding it to his erection. She wrapped her fingers around it the moment she touched it and began massaging it gently. Ember noticed his proximity and stopped kissing, giving Kiva up to him.

Or at least giving up her lips.

As he began kissing Kiva, slipping his tongue into her mouth, Ember got lower and began sucking on one of her big, pale breasts.

Ethan slid his hand down lower, across her smooth stomach, down to one big hip, then across her thick thigh, and then to her core.

She gasped as he began rubbing her clit gently.

“Oh my God,” Kiva whispered, breaking the kiss, panting a little. “This is...ooh, oh my! Ah! This is overstimulating.”

“Is that bad?” Ethan murmured.

“No. No it isn’t. Go crazy,” she replied.

She cried out as he slipped a finger into her wet, wet opening as they resumed kissing. He spent the next several moments lost in a place of soft, smooth skin and wonderful womanly curves. Kissing and groping and pleasuring.

He and Ember made out for a time, but mostly they spent it focusing on Kiva. Soon they were both pleasuring her intensely, Ethan rubbing her clit, Ember fingering her with two fingers, each of them sucking on one of her breasts.

When she came, it was intense and full-bodied, as she screamed in bliss.

They both continued pleasuring her until she finally went slack and lay there panting, sweaty and beautiful.

“Oh fuck,” she whispered, eyes closed. “If I wasn’t-ahhh…” She paused, a post-orgasmic shudder rolling through her. She laughed softly, swallowed. “If I wasn’t so horny I’d be embarrassed. I make weird sounds when I come.”

“That was not embarrassing,” Ethan replied, face close to hers again.

“Really?” she murmured, opening her eyes.

“Really,” Ember said, on the other side. She kissed her on the mouth. “It was crazy hot.”

“Good. I think-oh! Mmm. Shit. My leg. Cramping,” she muttered. “I got it. I just need a minute.”

“Take your time, Kiva,” he replied. “In fact, you relax, get your breath back, I’m going to tend to Ember.”

“Oh, are you now?” she murmured.

“Yes,” he replied, getting over to her and kissing her, “I am.”

She moaned and gasped as he kissed his way down her body. Settling between her wonderful thighs, he began massaging her clit the tip of his tongue. It wasn’t long before she was crying out, her voice raising in pitch as she thrashed and squirmed.

“Oh… fuck… ETHAN!” she shrieked and then, a few moments later, popped and began to orgasm.

He was a little surprised, though not that much. So far, Ember had proven to be very sensitive, and especially susceptible to his tongue.

He kept eating her, alternating, licking fast and then slow and pressing hard, and she shrieked and spasmed through it all, eventually collapsing just as Kiva had.

“Okay, okay, fuck,” she panted. “Oh my fucking God.”

“That was fast,” he said as he sat up, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand.

“I am very horny,” she replied.

“Speaking of which…” Ethan glanced over at Kasumi. She was staring at them with wide eyes and red cheeks. She cleared her throat when he looked at her. “You know it’d probably make everyone more comfortable if you took your clothes off.”

Kiva raised her head to glance at Kasumi, and so did Ember.

“You... have a good point,” she murmured, standing up.

She began taking her shirt off.

“Oh my fucking God yes,” Ember whispered.

“Are you so eager to see me without my clothes on?” Kasumi asked.

“Uh, yes? You’re so beautiful and I also really like seeing Ethan having sex with other women. I am learning, and I’ve had to just imagine what you two looked like fucking. It’ll be easier to imagine if I can see what you look like naked,” Ember replied. “Also, I just love looking at naked women.”

“Who doesn’t?” Kiva murmured.

“You know what would help you imagine it even better?” Ethan asked.

“Whatever could that be?” Ember replied.

“If Kasumi had sex with me after the two of you got done putting me through my paces. Although, to be real for a moment, absolutely no pressure.”

“Can anyone actually pressure Kasumi? She seems... immune,” Ember said.

“Few can pressure me successfully,” Kasumi replied as she wiggled her hips, getting her pants down. “And Ethan is one of them. But I don’t feel pressured right now. And... well, if everyone here is truly comfortable watching me have sex with Ethan, I will. I’m... quite amorous right now.”

“Please yes do this,” Ember replied immediately.

“I’m good with it... after I have my turn,” Kiva said.

“Perfect.” He paused, looking at Kasumi, who now stood in her gray sports bra and panties. She sat back down. “You gonna take the rest of?”

“When it’s my turn,” she replied with a small smirk. “Keep going. I’m enjoying watching.”

“Well, all right then,” Ethan said, returning his attention to the others. “Kiva, it’s time to put you to use.”

“Please yes,” Kiva replied. “Use me. Hard.”

“All right.” He pushed her over onto her side and slapped her big ass. “Hands and knees. Put your face in Ember’s crotch.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied immediately, eagerly doing as she was told.

They all rearranged themselves until Ember was on her back with her legs spread wide, Kiva was on her hands and knees with her huge ass in the air, and Ethan got behind her. He slipped into her glistening pink pussy, and she cried out, her face already in Ember’s crotch.

“Eat that pussy, you big fucking whore,” Ember moaned, grabbing her head and running her fingers through her short blonde hair.

Ethan found himself lost in Kiva as he started pounding her from behind. Her backside seriously was a work of art, a visage of seductive beauty, and he couldn’t help but think about what she’d look like pregnant. Fat and thick, all the most seductive parts of her getting bigger…

He made himself relax as he kept stroking into her, knowing he was going to come too fast if he kept that up. It was hard, though. Now that he knew he was actually trying to get her pregnant, (he wasn’t fooling himself anymore, if he ever had been), it was difficult to keep the thoughts from his mind.

Both of them, really.

They were both going to look so fantastic.

“Ah fuck,” he groaned, pausing, his hands on her big ass now.

“Don’t stop!” she complained.

“I can’t stop thinking about you two being pregnant, and I’m gonna let off early,” he replied.

“Just do it,” Kiva moaned. “Just come inside me. Get me pregnant. Breed me.”

Ethan groaned as she pushed against him and buried her face in Ember’s crotch again. Fuck it, he thought and grabbed her big, pale hips and resumed fucking her brains out. She let out a muffled shriek as he kept going, screwing the fuck out of her until she started squirting, and that was it. Not just pushed but flung over the edge, he began to orgasm inside of her.

She moaned even louder, pushing back against him, forcing him deeper as he pumped her pussy full of his seed.

“Do it! Breed her!” Ember yelled, then cried out in incoherent pleasure as she began to orgasm a second time.

When they were finished, he pulled out of Kiva and she immediately moved out of the way and lay down, almost falling onto her side, panting.

“I forgot how intense this can be,” she whispered.

“Yep,” Ember said, grinning fiercely, her hair a wild mess, face flushed. She opened her legs wider and beckoned to Ethan. “Come on, I need to be bred, too.”

“You need to stop with that,” he murmured as he got closer to her. “You’re making me come too fast.”

“I dunno... it’s kinda nice. Sex is fun, but it’s not like I’m looking for hour long sessions. I guess I find myself kind of looking at it like sweets. Sometimes you like to savor it, but sometimes you like to just eat it all right then and there. And, in this case, there’s always more…” She spread her legs a bit wider.

He all but dove into Ember.

They went for what seemed like a long time, her screaming as he drove furiously into her, fucking her hard and fast and making her orgasm twice more before finally he came a second time, filling her up with everything he had left.

He was left panting and sweaty, lying on his back between the two of them.

A moment later, he faintly heard movement elsewhere in the room and then he heard Kiva let out an appreciative whistle.

“Goddamn, Kasumi. You are a vision of beauty,” she murmured.

“Thank you,” Kasumi replied.

Ethan raised his head. Kasumi was standing by the bed now, completely naked, as beautiful and fit and tight-bodied as he remembered her.

“I’m sad I’ll never get to have sex with you... but I’m very glad I get to see you have sex with Ethan,” Ember said, staring intently.

“If it helps, I would absolutely have sex with you if I was into women,” Kasumi replied. “Both of you.”

“I think I need a minute,” Ethan murmured as Kasumi crawled onto him.

“A good Crawler has a lot of endurance,” Kasumi replied with that sly smile of hers. She snapped her fingers and pointed down. “Kiva. Suck.”

Kiva sat up almost reflexively, her eyes wide. She started breathing more heavily. “Yes, ma’am,” she replied demurely, and got closer.

“Good girl,” Kasumi said quietly, watching as Kiva took his softening erection into her mouth and started sucking him off.

“Ah, fuck,” Ethan groaned.

“He’s getting hard again, isn’t he?” Kasumi murmured.

“Mmm-hmm,” Kiva replied, her head bobbing smoothly now.

“Good.” As soon as he was all the way hard again, Kiva stopped and backed up.

Kasumi looked very satisfied as she crawled onto him and took him into herself. He groaned as she penetrated her sweet, slick vagina with his cock.

“Now,” she murmured, putting her hands against his chest and beginning to ride him, “I’m going to drain you of whatever you have left, but not before I get a few orgasms myself.”

Ethan groaned again. She began riding him faster.
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Ethan yawned and rubbed at his eyes as he followed Kasumi out.

She’d ended up spending the night and sleeping in their bed. He found out, surprisingly, that she was a cuddler. She asked him to hold her close and he had, waking up a few times through the night to find her still there.

He’d woken a few minutes ago to find her finishing up some morning exercises and preparing to go. He offered to walk her out, tired as he was. Kiva and Ember were still out cold.

“How’s your back?” Kasumi asked as he got his boots on.

“Still hurts, but not too much,” he replied.

“You need to rest it.”

He chuckled as he finished up and they headed outside. “Yeah, well, you make that difficult.”

“Hey, I rode you,” she murmured. “And if I recall, I was one of three women fucking you last night.”

“Well…” He hesitated as they came out of the little alleyway.

Lorna was standing right there, clearly on her way towards his front door, and clearly, she had heard that. He glanced at Kasumi, expecting her to be flustered or embarrassed, but if anything, she was the completely opposite.

“Hello, Lorna,” she said pleasantly. “I’m afraid I can’t stay, I have business to attend to.” She turned and kissed Ethan on the mouth. “Thank you for the pleasant night.”

And then she was walking away towards the Market.

Both he and Lorna stood there watching her for a few moments, then slowly turned to look at each other.

“Hi,” Ethan said.

“Um...hi,” she replied, clearly a little dazed by the encounter. She took a moment to compose herself. “Captain Donovan sent me to deliver a message to you. The Governor will see you at City Hall at ten o’clock this morning. The meeting is supposed to be half an hour.”

“Oh. Thanks.” He paused. “I’m actually not sure where City Hall is.”

“I know where it is.”

He turned around and saw Lena outside of her shack, holding a steam cup of something, staring at him with a small smile. He began to respond, then heard rapidly retreating footsteps behind him. Turning back, he saw that Lorna, having apparently said all she needed to say, was hurrying away. Probably she had no idea how to handle this particular social situation.

To be fair, he wasn’t sure he did either.

He turned back to Lena. “Hi,” he said.

“Hello, Ethan,” she replied.

“Um...you and I should talk.”

“Yes, we should.”

“You want to come in?”

“Yes.”

He led her into his shack and sat down at the kitchen table across from her.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“What for?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. She looked like she was enjoying his awkwardness.

“I should have to talked to you sooner. Um... I know we spoke about having sex, and... I still am very interested in you. It’s just that, well... a lot happened.”

It was too early in the morning for this. Especially after everything he’d done last night.

Lena stared at him for a bit longer, taking a long drink from her cup, letting the silence linger.

Finally, she said, “I’m not mad.”

“Thank God,” he muttered.

She laughed, breaking the tension. “I understand, Ethan. You were in the hospital. You became a Crawler. Your life is chaotic now. I just... wanted to tease you a little. I figured you could take it, after everything that happened last night.”

“Oh. Uh. Did you hear that?” he asked.

“Ethan, I think most of the Pit heard that,” she replied.

“Oh. Wow.”

“Wow indeed. It was impressive. I was sorely tempted to invite myself over. But that would be rude and, in truth, I’m not sure you could get it up after that.”

“I could’ve,” he replied, “...probably.”

She laughed. “Anyway, I’d like you to myself the first time. But now we’re both very busy. Why are you meeting with the Governor?”

“Actually, I was hoping you would come along. I snagged a meeting with her so that Ember could talk to her about actually helping the Pit. And since you’ve lived here for years and are actually involved in the community, I figured you could help pitch a few basic ideas of improvement.”

“So, it’s really happening then,” she murmured, growing more serious. “Yes, I’d love to come along. I can take you to City Hall. Let me clean up and organize my thoughts. Half an hour is less than most people think it is.”

“I appreciate the help,” Ethan said.

She stood up. “So do I. I’ll be back in about an hour and a half. You should be ready by then.”

“We will be.”

She left and he closed the door behind her after poking his head out and looking around. It was almost reflexive at this point, though he doubted anyone would be stupid enough to mess with him now. The knowledge that he was a Crawler and that Kiva was as well had probably gotten around by now. On the other hand… he’d seen people do some really stupid shit in his time.

He headed for the bedroom and found Kiva awake and doing some stretches.

“I caught some of that,” she said, “what’s going on exactly?”

“We’ve got our meeting,” he replied. “We need to get ready.”


Chapter Eleven




“We’re gonna be late,” Ethan said.

“And who’s fault is that?” Ember muttered as she stepped up to the stall.

“...it was both our faults,” he said.

“I’m not trying to be mean but you all are going to have to get your shit together if you want to be taken seriously,” Lena said.

“I know, I know. Just...I need this, okay? I’m not a morning person,” Ember replied.

Ethan frowned as he looked at the line. He made a decision and enacted it before he could think better of it. “Hey, we’ve got Crawler business here, can we get through?”

The ten or so people in line turned to look at him. A few looked annoyed, but everyone else seemed varying levels of accepting and they made way.

“Thank you,” Ember said, hurrying forward. “I just need a shot, strong.”

“You got it,” the woman running the coffee stall said and got to work.

Ethan had heard about coffee but never actually been around it. Now that he was, the smell was... interesting. Not bad, kind of good actually. But he was reluctant to try to it. The people who’d talked about it said it was basically a mild drug. It made you feel good, more energized, but it was also heavily addictive, and he was reluctant to get addicted to anything.

He glanced at Ember, then at Kiva.

Well, almost anything.

“Here,” she said, putting a small cup down on the sill between them.

“Thank you,” Ember muttered, taking it and downing it in one go, then giving back the cup.

Ethan reached into his pocket and ended up pulling out a dime. He hesitated, then he glanced back at the crowd, then set the dime down. “Get everyone here something they want.”

“All right,” the shopkeeper replied, taking the dime and making it disappear.

“Let’s go,” Ember said.

The four of them hurried off, out of the Marketplace and towards the second tier. He could feel the press of time. Ember had been... difficult when they’d tried to get her up, even after telling her about her meeting. And only partially because of her lethargy.

She’d also been very needy in a specific way, and Ethan had felt pretty needy himself, and so they’d spent a little bit too long together in bed.

Lena was right, he realized. They did need to get their shit together.

“Sorry,” Ember muttered as they walked in. “I like the late night, and I hate the early morning. I don’t know what the hell it is, but I turn into a murderous crone in the mornings.”

“Some people are meant for the morning, some are meant for the night,” Lena replied.

“I’m definitely meant for the night... thank you, for coming with us,” Ember said, a little sheepishly.

“You’re welcome, although I want this just as much as you do. I’m just hoping there won’t be any kind of a problem if I’m there,” Lena said.

“Why would there be?” Ethan asked.

“I imagine you asked for a meeting with you and Ember, not you and Ember and also two other friends,” Lena replied.

“Oh...that’s a good point.”

“Kiva will probably be okay because she’s officially a Crawler now,” Lena said. “But I’m just some woman from the Pit.”

“You aren’t just some woman from the pit,” Ember said firmly. “You’re an honest, respectable, hardworking member of the community. And that matters.”

“Not as much as it should,” Lena said.

“We’ll fix that,” Ember replied firmly.

They kept walking, ascending the ramp that led up to the second tier. Ethan noticed that the guards, who barely a few weeks ago would have stopped him and given him shit, were now keeping their distance. Practically speaking it was useful, but it pissed him off.

Another thing they’d have to deal with.

They kept on walking until they came to City Hall. It turned out to be a domed structure made mostly of gray bricks and grayer metal. They walked inside and found themselves in a security checkpoint with a receptionist and a pair of armed guards. He noticed that all three of them sat up a little straighter and one of the guards inconspicuously settled his hand on a holstered pistol.

He wondered if they were really that threatening looking. Although he had to admit, Kiva did look very sharp in her midnight blue clothes, and she carried herself with rigid confidence. He supposed, if he didn’t know her and saw her from a distance, he would identify her as someone potentially quite dangerous.

“My name is Ember, we’re here for a meeting with the Governor,” Ember said as they came up to the receptionist.

“It says here there’s a meeting for only Ember and Ethan,” he replied.

“She’s a Level Three Crawler and she’s a representative of the people in the Pit. They aren’t going to cause any problems,” Ethan replied.

The receptionist seemed to consider it for a moment, then finally sighed. “Fine. You all have to sign in and you,” he said, pushing a tablet towards Ethan, “need to lay your thumbprint there. It indicates that you are taking responsibility for the extra two guests, and if they cause any problems, it’s entirely on your ass.”

“Understood,” Ethan replied, signing.

That at least seemed to make them relax somewhat. He had no problem covering for Kiva and Lena. He couldn’t imagine them causing issues.

Each of them signed in and then one of the guards acted as their escort. They were led through a door near the back of the room, down a well-lit hallway, past several closed doors, and were finally brought to one of them. The guard opened up the door, revealing a small room with a table surrounded by half a dozen chairs.

One was occupied by the Governor. She looked a little annoyed and very sharply dressed in a sleek black suit.

“You’re two minutes late,” she said.

“Sorry,” Ember replied awkwardly as they came in and sat down at the table.

“And you’ve brought two other people.”

“I didn’t realize it would be so...like this,” Ember said.

“I didn’t either,” Ethan said. “Probably should have specified more to Donovan.”

“Well, what matters is that we’re all here now, together in this room. You’ve got twenty eight minutes to tell me what you need to tell me. Donovan said it’s important and related to the Pit. I’m listening,” Governor Sinclair said, clasping her hands together and setting them on the table in front of her. She regarded them all with a stony yet receptive gaze.

“Well, all right. I’ll just dive in then,” Ember said. “I’m Ember. Ethan is my boyfriend. Kiva is our... friend, and now roommate. Lena here is our neighbor. We are all citizens of the Pit. In short, Lena and I want to spearhead a campaign to make life better for everyone in the Pit. In short, it’s fucking miserable down there, and we want your help making it less miserable.”

Sinclair looked at her for just a few seconds, seeming just the barest hint of startled, and then a small smile touched her face. “That’s very direct, and I appreciate that. All right. This is something I care about. I sought this job because I thought I could help run the bastion better than anyone else who was willing, and so far, I feel I’ve proven to be right. But...I can’t do it all by myself, and I’m going to overlook things. So, Ember, Lena, Ethan, Kiva, pitch it to me.”

“I’m just a Crawler,” Ethan said. “She’s the boss in this regard, I’m just here to throw myself at problems until they go away.”

“Same,” Kiva said.

“Impressive,” Sinclair murmured.

“In what way?” Ember asked, glancing at Ethan and Kiva.

“In my experience, Crawlers are not willing to be anyone but the strongest person in the room when they’re actually inside the bastion. They do not... submit. Not easily, at least.” She straightened up in her chair. “All right then, Ember, Lena. Tell me. Give me a simple outline of what you would do with my support if you had it.”

Ember looked at Lena, who nodded to her. “Well, all right then. We’re still working on it, but essentially Lena and I would head up a small group of people who would work together to make the Pit better. Ideally, we would ask you for resources, and then we would distribute and utilize them as best we could in the Pit. We would help people, make sure their problems are being dealt with as best we can, and just generally make things better all around.”

Sinclair was nodding by the end. “Sounds good, but I didn’t get to this position by listening to everyone who could put together a decent proposal. If you could make three big changes, right now, that you think would most effectively help the Pit, what would they be? Go. Now.”

Ember looked, for just a brief instant, utterly stymied. But then she squared her shoulders, a look of stubborn resolution coming onto her face. “First change would be a clinic. We need a clinic actually in the Pit and staffed by competent personnel with access to real equipment and supplies. Your hospital is great, but we have to face the reality that the people of Wayport would prefer that the people who live in the Pit stay in the Pit, even if they’re sick. That needs to change, but change takes time, so a clinic in the Pit in the meantime would be most practically useful.

“The second thing would be a school. We need an actual school in the Pit, or at least closer. Too many people have to simply leave their children behind when they work, and people are growing up without knowing things they should know.

“The third thing is we need to cut out the corruption. There are too many stories of people in positions of power extorting things out of my fellow Pit denizens. Too many guards come into the Pit and abuse their power. All of this together is making it incredibly difficult for people to succeed, honestly just to live their lives. And in my old bastion, the same was true, but it was an intent, not an unfortunate side effect. I have heard that you are a different kind of leader.”

She said that last sentence almost accusingly, sitting back in her chair and folding her arms. Ethan felt himself tense a little. He knew that this was the kind of situation where you took chances, but he also knew that could go wrong. On the whole, he was getting generally good vibes from Sinclair, but he didn’t know for sure what kind of person she was.

Sinclair was staring intently at Ember now, her face flat and unreadable. The moment of tension stretched out.

Finally, a very small smile touched her lips again. “Bravo,” she said. “I appreciate your candor, Ember. And your fire.” She pursed her lips, seemed to be considering something strongly. “All right,” she said, “I’m willing to try this. We will try it for one month and see what happens. The two of you will be officially appointed representatives of the Pit. You’ll be given limited power, and you’ll be given access to some resources.

“Everything will need to be, and will be, carefully monitored, from both ends. I will set you up with a liaison, and you can submit requests through them. I will do my best to ensure that your requests are seen and fulfilled to the best of our ability in a reasonable amount of time. I want you to put together a proposal for a clinic within the next seven days. Location, materials needed for construction, personnel that would be necessary.

“And... practically speaking, the more specific you make your proposal, the better. And by that, I mean, the more actual legwork you do the better. It would be best if you put together a list of actual people instead of just jobs that need to be filled. People you’ve spoken with about this and gotten their opinion on whether or not they’d like the job, as well as whether they could make the switch without interfering with our current situation. That will help tremendously. We’ve got a heavy load right now, and as much as I care about the Pit and the people there, I have to keep my perspective on the big picture.”

“We can do that,” Ember replied, obviously trying to contain her excitement. “We’ll get to work on a proposal immediately, and we’ll start putting together a list of supplies we could use.”

“Good. I’ll also provisionally update your keycards to give you a more prioritized clearance. You’ll be able to visit City Hall and you’ll be able to have a direct line of communication with whoever I assign as your liaison. Now…” She checked her watch. “If there’s nothing else, I need to prepare for another meeting.”

“There’s one last thing,” Ethan said.

“I’m listening,” she replied.

“What do we do if we feel like this isn’t working? Specifically, what do we do if it turns out that the people you delegate us to are too busy, or think too poorly of people who live in the Pit and ‘accidentally’ start losing reports or forgetting to mention crucial things? What happens if they stop taking our calls? What happens if they lie and try to frame us? We’re going to start pushing back against corruption when it rears its ugly head down in the Pit, and they will push back.”

“I’ve seen all this happen,” Kiva said, “in other bastions.”

“If you feel like that’s happening, then tell me directly,” Sinclair replied. “And if you find yourself having trouble getting hold of me, go through Captain Donovan. He and I are very no-bullshit, and I know that when Donovan comes to me with something, he’s not wasting my time. I will not tolerate any of that happening. Now, that being said…”

She slowly stood up and placed her hands flat on the tabletop, looking at them with a firm gaze. “I will not tolerate it from anyone. I trust the four of you and believe in your cause. But if anyone tries to take advantage of my office, if anyone tries to skim some off the top, or anything of the sort, I will come down on you. That isn’t a threat, it’s simply a warning. I want this to work out. I do actually give a shit about everyone in this bastion.” She checked her watch again. “Now, please come with me. I’ll get you set up with your liaison.”


Chapter Twelve




“Think this might be the best way to wake up,” Kiva murmured as she finished washing up.

“Yep,” Ethan agreed. “Fuck I can’t wait until we have a home with a proper shower. Or at least a bath.”

“It will be nice... we can do things in the shower,” she said.

He chuckled. “Yes, yes we can.”

They went about drying off, Kiva actually in the bathroom, Ethan standing just outside of it, both of them naked and preparing for the day ahead.

It had been a very fun night.

After the meeting with Sinclair, they’d immediately gone back home. Ember and Lena had spent the next eight hours in Lena’s house, theorizing and planning and putting together a few proposals. Ethan felt pretty damn good about how it had gone. For obvious reasons but also because Ember was so enthusiastic and overjoyed about it.

He’d been kind of worried that she wouldn’t have enough to do or that she’d have to settle into a job that she at best tolerated. That this was going to be her primary focus in life was a joyous change. Every day that passed he felt his love for her growing, and his desire for her to be happy and fulfilled and satisfied by her life grew in tandem.

He and Kiva had walked around the Pit for a time, doing some house shopping. He was surprised to learn that it wasn’t quite as packed as he’d initially thought. Several of the places were empty and abandoned.

“Any contenders from yesterday?” he asked as he finished drying.

“For what?” Kiva replied, hanging up her towel and then accepting his and doing the same. “Oh! The houses. Yeah. Um... I liked the one with the basement. I think that would kind of be perfect for Kasumi? She’s going to want her own space, and that basement was basically an entire other house. It had two decent-sized rooms and a little bathroom tucked away.”

“I was thinking something similar. We’d have to ask her if she’d be okay with it, and it would definitely need work, but I like it. It’s pretty well positioned, right in the middle of the Pit.” He paused as they headed back to the bedroom. “Will it bother you? People coming to see us? It will happen often. Ember is going to throw open the door to our lives, telling everyone to come to us if they have problems. It will be... busy.”

“I don’t think I’ll know for sure until it actually starts happening,” Kiva said as they began pulling their clothes on. “But I think I’ll like it. I’ve been wandering for... a long time. I’ve always wanted a place to fit in and crawling helped provide that, but it always felt, I don’t know, false? Like people just respected me because I was a Crawler, not because of who I actually was. Or, I guess, they respected the job, not the person.”

“Kinda get what you mean,” he replied.

“I feel at home here, though. You and Ember are so great, and Lena also seems really nice.” She made an unhappy sound. He looked over at her. She looked less unhappy and more annoyed.

“What?” he asked.

“Just... I’m horny again. I know we just had sex, but…”

“No, we’ve got a job to do. Not that you aren’t sorely tempting, beautiful woman.”

She sighed and blushed, shaking her head. “You... make me feel weird.”

“Is that such a bad thing?” he asked, tying his boots.

“No,” she murmured, “just... I’m still figuring out how to deal with it.”

“Well, tell you what. Once we get back from our mission, we can stop for a shower at HQ, and I can fucking rail you in there.” He finished tying his boots and then walked over to her, embracing her from behind. “Would you like that?” he asked quietly, his mouth right next to her ear.

Kiva began to respond, then lost it as she shuddered, hard, against him. “Yes,” she managed after clearing her throat. “I would like that.”

“Then let’s get to work,” he said, releasing her.
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Crawler Headquarters was busy.

It seemed like everyone was there. Every door was open, people were running around, trying not to trip over each other, everyone trying to talk and be heard at the same time. As he and Kiva came into the central corridor, Donovan’s door suddenly banged open.

“All right, everyone shut the fuck up!” he yelled as he appeared in the open doorway. “Are all my Crawlers here? Come on, sound off!”

A moment went by where they got that sorted out. It seemed a few were missing, but Ethan imagined that at least some of them were on their off day right now.

“All right! Listen up!” Donovan consulted his clipboard. “Kasumi, Hertz, and Casten, go and wait for me in Briefing One. Ethan, Kiva, Thatch, and Saxon, wait for me in Briefing Two. Everyone else, if you got shit to do, get to it because you’re next. Now go!”

“Well, I guess we’re jumping right in,” Ethan murmured, heading for the appropriate briefing room.

A moment later he was around a table with Kiva, Lorna, and a bug-eyed pale guy who looked like he was having some real anxiety problems.

“So, you’re Saxon then?” Ethan asked.

“Yep,” he replied miserably.

“You don’t...seem like a Crawler,” Kiva murmured.

“I’m not a fucking Crawler, only I am,” he growled. “Because I have to be. I’m not really cut out for this tunnel crawling bullshit. But we’re pretty desperate right now and, honestly, I would actually like some more coin for my trouble. We’ve never worked together, so I’ll tell you what I tell the others: yes, I am a liability. I panic about as much as a normal person would out there. That being said, I do know how to defend myself, I have done it, and I will do it again. I will be relying on the three of you more than usual to watch my ass while I do my job.”

“What, uh, is your job?” Lorna asked.

“I’m a technician. I fix things, and I recover difficult, delicate equipment. Which is all I’ve been doing for the past week. I imagine that’s what this’ll be, too.” He sighed heavily.

“We’ll keep you alive,” Ethan said.

“I sure hope so.”

“You okay over there, Lorna?” Ethan asked.

She jumped slightly. “What? No. I mean yes, I’m fine.”

Ethan frowned, glancing briefly at Kiva. “Okay, if there’s something bugging you about me or Kiva, then you shouldn’t go on this mission with us. We can’t afford to be distracted out there.”

Lorna looked a little caught, but she made a visible effort to compose herself. “You’re right,” she said, “and I’ll be all right. I’m just... feeling awkward. But it’s... personal. But I’ve gone on four missions so far, and I’ve been lectured on the importance of focus and disconnecting from everything else while in the Vast. I won’t fuck this up.”

“All right, but... I mean, do you have a problem with one or both of us?” he asked.

“No. Not a problem,” she replied. “It’s... personal. I can talk about it, um, later. I can do my job, don’t worry.”

Ethan considered it. He believed her, he decided after a moment, and nodded. On the one hand, he doubted Donovan would send her out if he didn’t think she could do her job. On the other hand, everyone made mistakes, especially when they were overtaxed. And he also knew that as much as Donovan had a hand in crafting the Crawlers, he did ultimately leave operational discretion in the field to the people who were actually in the field.

He did wonder what could be bugging her, though. It almost certainly had something to do with the fact that she’d walked into a conversation about him and Kasumi having sex. Well, him and Kasumi and Kiva and Ember. Was she weirded out by it? Uncomfortable with it? Or was it something completely different that he didn’t know?

Well, he’d listen to the briefing and then get a feel for it. If he truly thought it would be a problem, he could have her stay behind. Not that he wanted to, but he’d make the call if he had to.

“Any idea what’s up?” he asked finally.

“Almost certainly we’re going to have to go to some old, abandoned location to recover some lost technology,” Saxon replied unhappily.

“That doesn’t seem so bad,” Kiva replied.

“Maybe not for you.”

They all looked over as the door opened up, and Donovan hurried in. He looked as haggard as ever, but he at least looked more put together and less put upon today.

“All right, let’s get right down to it,” he said as he walked briskly over to the projector and typed something into it. An increasingly familiar map popped up and then zoomed in. “Today’s mission is a double. They’re all going to be doubles for the near future. Some will be triples. But you should be able to handle it. You all will be following this path.”

He pointed. It was one of several dozen of the many paths that split off from the main Passageway outside of Wayport, a bit farther on than usual. “You’re looking for an old maintenance bay. We’re in the process of sweeping all known tech hubs, mech bays, power stations, storage caches, wrecked vehicles, basically anywhere and everywhere that might hold the technology we need. Right now, we’re looking for a very specific part and, according to our database, that part should be at this bay.

“To give you an idea of how serious our need has become: if we don’t find this part, there’s a very good chance we lose the power plant inside of a week. So it’s very crucial that you find it and get it back here. Saxon, you’ll be given the information necessary. You’ll have a list of potential parts to find, but this one takes precedence. You find it and you get it back here, whatever it takes.”

“Yes, Captain,” he replied quietly, looking deeply uncomfortable with the attention.

“Good. You three are responsible for his safety and for finishing the secondary objective. You’ll be following this path here. We’ve been having reports of some very large Stingers hanging around, and we think we might have targeted their nest. Kiva, I’m to understand you’re familiar with Stingers?”

She sighed heavily. “Oh yes, I am. Fought a campaign against the bastards for two months a few years back. I can find a nest if there’s a nest around.”

“Excellent. You will be given a bug bomb. Drop it in the nest, and it should wipe it out. They’re getting uncomfortably close to the bastion, and they’re interfering with operations. I must warn you; the reports say that they are larger than normal. We believe they should be here, in the caverns where these two tunnels meet,” he said, pointing to the holographic again.

Ethan studied it closely for a few moments in silence, committing it to memory. “Understood. We’ll get the job done, Captain.”

“Good. Get it done right, get it done fast, but don’t get yourselves hurt or killed out there. This is crucial, but it’s just as crucial that you all come back intact, because we are far from finished. Questions?” There were none. He nodded tightly. “All right, good luck.”

He walked out of the room.

“All right, people,” Ethan said, rising to his feet. “Suit up, grab your gear, and get to it.”


Chapter Thirteen




Back into the Vast.

Ethan found himself having mixed feelings as he led his team down the Passageway. Being out here, leading a team, getting shit done, that all felt undeniably good. But the anxiety and dread that were leaking coldly into him made his emotions a strange soup.

He wondered, suddenly, if he would ever feel truly comfortable out here.

It seemed suicidal to actually get comfortable with this, but on the other hand, he was going to spend a fairly significant amount of his life out here in these dark tunnels and cold caverns. And that was a long time to spend miserable.

He put the thoughts away, something he was already getting better at.

The Passageway was more alive today. A team of technicians and security guards were working on a power relay not far beyond the main wall that separated the bastion from the Vast. He saw two groups of people making their way towards Wayport, both appearing to be merchant groups.

“So, I’m actually not too familiar with Stingers,” Lorna said as they neared their tunnel.

“Have you ever heard of a scorpion?” Kiva asked.

“I’ve heard of them, but never actually seen them,” she replied.

“Stingers are giant bugs. They have eight legs and two arms that come out the front with pincers and really sharp mandibles. Their most obvious feature is a big tail with a huge stinger on the end of it. It curves up and around, facing towards their head.”

“Oh, right. Yeah, I’ve seen a few drawings of them... how dangerous are they?”

“Extremely,” Ethan said. “They can shoot venomous barbs out of their tails. Kiva double-checked that we all have the antivenom in our packs. You know how to use a hypo?”

“Yeah. Stick it in somewhere and push the button,” she replied.

“Good... okay, hold up,” Ethan said.

They had reached their tunnel. He looked down it, finding it worryingly dim. There didn’t seem to be signs of habitation, though.

“All right, I’ve got point. Kiva has the rear. Lorna and Saxon, you’ll stick between us. Lorna, your primary responsibility is defending Saxon. If anything attacks us, Kiva and I will be first line of defense. You will specifically focus on making sure nothing gets near Saxon. And Saxon... don’t do anything stupid and don’t die. Understood?”

“Check,” Kiva replied.

“I understand,” Lorna said.

“Can do,” Saxon muttered.

“All right. Follow me.”

They got in the proper order and Ethan led them into the tunnel.

He had to admit that it felt strange to be leading a team. He thought there would be more fanfare, more talking, more... something. Instead, Donovan just said ‘You’re in charge.’ and that was that. Although it had been stupid to do so, Ethan had spent a lot of time alone in the Vast during his initial year-long run.

It was just easier that way, and there weren’t that many people who were willing to go out. It was obvious the Crawler outfit was a lot more professional in Wayport, but it still definitely had a certain sense of being slapped together. And that sense was stronger than ever now that things were getting a bit desperate.

His mind drifted to the Stingers.

He had seen them before, but always at a distance. They were rare enough that he hadn’t had to fight any. They always frightened him with their great size and menacing tail and pincers. And these were apparently going to be even bigger than usual.

A sound came to him.

Ethan froze, raising a fist and then aiming his rifle forward.

The tunnel curved sharply enough that it had cut his line of sight. He caught a whiff of something strange, something that smelled faintly like a burnt thing, only that wasn’t quite right. He waited and listened. The sound came to him again, but it was too uncertain to identify properly. Finally, he motioned for the others to stay put and crept forward.

The earthen tunnel revealed itself bit by bit as he cautiously moved down it, through the curved section. He froze once more as another noise came. This time it sounded like a rock being disturbed by a passing foot. Definitely not a good sign. He was convinced something was waiting for him beyond the curve.

But it could be something or someone, and he wasn’t looking to gun down any innocent travelers.

Finally, he reached up and flicked off his flashlight, then flicked it back on, then did that twice more in an obvious pattern. He waited to see if that would elicit any kind of response. When nothing was forthcoming, he did it again.

Still nothing.

Ethan began to move forward, and that’s when it happened.

A huge, many-limbed thing came surging down the tunnel towards him, letting out a horrific, high-pitched shrieking sound.

“OH FUCK ME!” he screamed as he opened fire, backing up rapidly.

The Stinger was, in fact, enormous.

It seemed to fill the tunnel, its arched tail almost brushing the ceiling. Something whizzed right past his face, trailing an awful musky reek that immediately sent his instincts into a frenzied panic. He peppered the huge thing with bullets, squeezing off shot after shot. They penetrated its thick skin, splashing the walls and floor with yellow-green blood that glowed faintly.

The thing shrieked louder and came for him again, launching two more venomous barbs that both barely missed him. Ethan finally adjusted his aim properly as he kept backing up and punched two shots cleanly into its skull. The bullets ripped away half of its misshapen head, tearing off one of the huge mandibles that were clacking together menacingly, and that finally did it.

The shrieking cut off, and the huge bug dropped into an unmoving pile of limbs.

Ethan relaxed slightly when he looked past the body and saw no other Stingers making for him, though he wondered if that would last.

“Is it dead?” Kiva asked finally.

“Yeah,” he managed. “It was a Stinger. Did anyone get hit?” he asked, remembering the barbs that had flown past him.

“No, we’re good,” Kiva replied.

“Okay, come on up. We’re going to–” The Stinger twitched suddenly. Ethan pumped another shot into what remained of its head and then reloaded. “We’re going to move past it. I’ve got no idea if its blood is venomous either, so avoid it if you can. Same for the tail.”

The others joined him and both Saxon and Lorna stared miserably at the huge corpse.

“God, that thing is massive,” Saxon whispered. “And we have to fight a whole swarm of these things!?”

“Maybe,” Ethan replied. “And they go down easy enough. Kiva, stand watch while I move past.”

“Check,” she said.

Everything was slow and methodical in the Vast, Ethan reflected as he slung his weapon over his shoulder and began the cautious process of stepping over and around the huge dead thing. Or, at least, that’s how it was supposed to go. He was already flashing back to that battle inside the huge... what had it been? Storage facility? A refinery?

He couldn’t even remember now, but when he’d been tracking down Kiva’s lost shipment of meds, and they’d had to put up with a whole nest of Wraiths.

God, was that really barely a week ago?

It already felt like it had happened last month at the very least.

As he finished getting over the dead body, his mind’s eye was suddenly filled with a replay of Drake’s death.

Claws bursting out of his throat.

Ripping sideways and half-decapitating him in a shocking torrent of blood.

What stuck with him the most was that gurgling sound he’d made just before dying.

“Clear,” Ethan said as he took up watch a few feet down the tunnel.

He’d seen people die before. He’d see people die again. It was a part of life in this world, and it was going to be a bigger part of his life now that he’d chosen this profession. It was a hard thing to face, let alone to face again and again.

But there was no time for that right now.

Once the others had joined him, he resumed his march, leading his little band down the tunnel. It stretched on for a ways, and at least now he’d have more warning if something was coming at them. Though the lights only reached so far.

Time seemed to stretch after that.

Their progress through the tunnel felt slow and tortuous, and he had to keep reminding himself that it was at least better than dealing with Wraiths. Of course, all that did was make him face the reality that he could very easily have to deal with Stingers and Wraiths. There was nothing saying the Vast was going to play fair.

They began finding more evidence of the Stingers the farther along they went.

Sometime later, the tunnel turned again. Ethan had the others wait, just in case, and began creeping forward. He hesitated as he scented something immediately recognizable: freshly spilled blood. Almost certainly human blood.

He moved forward a bit faster, hearing nothing, and as the tunnel turned it began to reveal the gruesome remains of a recent battle.

“We have a problem,” he said as he finished coming around the curve. “It looks like someone got attacked by the Stingers.”

The way ahead was littered with blood and body parts and spent shell casings. Red mixed with yellow-green. There were three of the big bastards shot to hell along the tunnel’s floor, and there were two dead bodies, what looked like travelers or maybe merchants.

Impossible to tell for sure. They were missing a lot of pieces.

“This is awful, but why is it a problem?” Saxon asked.

“Because the venom that Stingers inject you with is meant to paralyze, so that they can drag you back to their nest and eat you. Or, more specifically, feed you to their young. And look.” Ethan pointed. “You can clearly see that at least one person was dragged off, probably two. And I’m not leaving someone to that fate if I can help it.”

“Fuck,” Saxon muttered.

“So it’s a rescue mission then,” Lorna said.

“Yes. It’s a rescue mission. Come on, we need to hurry.”

The tunnel had broadened a bit, so it was easier to avoid the dead Stingers and their probably toxic blood this time around. He led them quickly down the rest of the tunnel and at last they came to a medium cavern. He crouched at the threshold. There was a natural incline just ahead of him that led down into the rest of the cavern, giving him a good view of everything.

There were bones scattered about. Bits of bodies. Old blood, like rust, staining a lot of the rocks and the dirt. Scattered supplies and broken weapons. He could see the path that they were meant to take to get to the maintenance bay. It had light, at least, old batteries or an ancient power station still humming, either intentionally or due to luck and endurance.

It was sorely tempting to go down that path. There was a good chance that whoever had been dragged off was dead.

But he crushed that temptation mercilessly.

Even a tiny chance was enough for him, and even putting that aside, he still had a job to do.

“You three stay here and keep watch,” he said.

They all responded with varying levels of assent. He crept further, moving halfway down the incline that spanned this side of the cave. The light revealed more, pushing back the shadows. After a moment he grew frustrated and reached into his pack, operating by feel alone until he grabbed one of the mobile work-lights he’d made a part of his survival gear.

Quickly setting it up, he turned it on to its brightest setting and studied what was revealed.

The chamber wasn’t that much larger. The path that the survivors had been dragged through was obvious enough, but he frowned as he saw that it seemed to go right up to the far wall and just...vanish. What did that mean? There was something off about that side of the room, something he couldn’t quite see from over here.

Ethan finished traversing the incline and began making his way across the boneyard. Occasionally something brittle and old would snap under his boot. He was careful to make as little sound as possible. There were three other obvious openings in the cavern and they were dark, despite the work-light. They seemed to glare at him like shadowed, ossified sockets in a terrifyingly large skull.

Anything could be lurking in there.

He shined his flashlight into them as he passed each and found nothing obvious, no Stingers lurking in the dark. But he could hear them now.

The cave was beginning to fill with the faint echoes of movement and other sounds. He heard a strange, wet clicking and shifting and short, small shrieks, like quiet versions of what the Stinger had been roaring at him earlier.

As he drew within a few yards of the far wall, it finally revealed its secret.

There was a crack where the floor met the wall. It was maybe twenty feet across and three feet wide. The heavy, odd footprints of the Stingers led right up to it. Carefully, very carefully, he peered into the open space.

It looked down into another cavern. A dark, dismal place that was mostly hidden from the lights. There was movement down there. He took a calculated risk and leaned further, allowing his shoulder-mounted lights to come into play.

There were a lot of Stingers down there.

And a lot of corpses.

And a lot of hideous, disgustingly wet eggs scattered around in clusters. An ominous fog clung low to the ground of the chamber.

This was the Stinger nest.

He quickly scanned the bodies that he could see. Almost all of them were clearly dead, either decayed, decapitated, or delimbed. He put his scope to his eye on the three bodies that might possibly be alive.

The first revealed, upon closer inspection, a venomous spine sticking out of the poor bastard’s head. Well, he was clearly dead. He’d probably gotten off easy compared to most of the people in here. The second one was in rough shape, and after a long moment he decided they had to be dead. No signs of breathing, no movement at all.

The final corpse was almost directly below him.

He was still breathing.


Chapter Fourteen




Ethan made quick motions for the others to join him.

He waited until they were beside him.

“Fuck,” Saxon whispered.

“Shh,” Ethan replied, pulling back a little and getting his pack off his back. “Someone’s alive down there. Right under us. I’m getting them.”

“What!? Are you fucking insane!?” Saxon whispered harshly.

“I’m not leaving them here, and I have command,” Ethan replied, already looking around. “Saxon, get that bug bomb ready. As in armed. Lorna, watch our six, make sure nothing sneaks in out of those tunnels. Kiva, help me.”

“What are we doing?” she asked.

Her concern was obvious, and he could tell she wanted to argue with him, but he was very grateful that she didn’t. He pulled out the same device that he’d used to recover Langley’s corpse not all that long ago.

“You are going to be making sure this doesn’t fail and get me killed,” he replied as he walked over to a sturdy looking stalagmite. “I’m going to use it to lower myself down into the nest, grab the guy, and then haul him back up. Saxon will be watching me; you’ll be operating it. Once he gives you the signal, you hit this red button right here. It’ll start pulling me up.”

“Understood,” she replied. “This is very risky, Ethan.”

“I know, but I’m not leaving some guy down there to die,” he said.

“I know... I wouldn’t either.”

Ethan attached it to the stalagmite, double and then triple checked that it was dug in properly, then attached it to his belt. This time he made sure to have two clips, so that the weight was more evenly distributed, and it was less miserable.

“All right, I’m attached. Once I give you a thumbs up, you hit the green button. That’ll start lowering me down,” he said.

“Got it.”

He made sure the cable had enough play to get him over to the edge and then joined Saxon, who was fussing over the bug bomb.

“How fast does this thing work?” Ethan asked as he studied the glass and steel container.

“Fast. Pretty much blows up and coats everything in a mist. It kills them quick, like in under thirty seconds. But it also fucks up people, so you can’t just set it off while you’re down there,” he replied. He pushed a button and it chimed softly. “Okay, we’re good to go.”

“Good,” he said. “I want you to be ready with it. This is the plan, and it relies on you.”

“Oh great,” he muttered.

“I’m going down there. I need you to watch me closely. As soon as I give you a thumbs up, you do the same to Kiva. That’s me letting you know I’m ready to come up, and then you’ll let her know so she can make it happen. Now, I’m counting on you, Saxon. Look at me. In my eyes. My life is in your hands, do you understand?”

He looked paler than before, but he nodded. “Yes, I understand.”

“All right. This’ll go quickly, just don’t zone out. Focus. Watch me. Watch for the signal.”

“Got it.”

“Okay.” He moved back over to the edge and looked down again. The nest looked as it had before. If the bugs knew they were there, they gave no obvious indication. Well, he might as well just get this over with.

He turned and gave Kiva the signal. She hit the button.

Ethan lowered himself into the hole, going as quietly as he could. He managed to get in and start his descent without too much trouble. It quickly became obvious though that this time around was going to be far more harrowing than last time. He would have thought that knowing there was danger would be better than not knowing, and perhaps it was. It still made him want to seize up in sheer terror as he stared at all the Stingers.

He found himself counting them as he lowered down with a painful lethargy. He’d gotten up to twenty one when he suddenly realized that the floor was a hell of a lot closer than it had been, and he was pretty much there. It occurred to him that he really should have set up a second signal to indicate that Kiva should stop, because more slack meant a longer ascent, but there was no time now and it wasn’t like he was going to be down here for long.

Ethan dropped into a crouch the moment he could after his boots hit the cave floor. He did a quick check to see if the poor guy was unconscious, and he clearly was. His breathing was winding down though, coming out in a faint, shallow wheeze. He didn’t have long. He gripped the guy and got a feel for his weight, then gave a thumbs up to Saxon.

He’d just managed to finish getting a firm hold on the man when the line began reeling in. What felt like a very, very long moment passed before it finished taking up the slack and actually began lifting him once more.

There was a Stinger, a very good-sized one, immediately to his right, settled on the floor among a clutch of eggs. Ethan felt his entire body seize up as it shifted suddenly. Its tail began drifting higher, almost like a knife being unsheathed and raised for the killing stab. He’d be fucked if it decided to go after him.

The tail arrested its rise, held there for a terribly long moment, then began to lower.

Ethan slowly released his breath and tightened his grip on the person he was trying to rescue. Looking up as best he could, he saw that he was barely a third of the way back up the wall. Fuck. This was taking way too long. The wet clicking sounds the Stingers made seemed to be getting not just louder, but more numerous.

Was that just his imagination? His stressed mind fabricating more danger than there really was? Did it matter? Part of him was screaming that this had been a monumentally stupid decision but he at least could push back against that in a very practical sense because it no longer mattered. He couldn’t really just cut and run.

With or without the body, that device was going to take its sweet fucking time hauling him back up out of danger.

One of the Stingers across the cavern suddenly stood up. Ethan heard a faint noise of terror come from Saxon somewhere above him. He kept staring at the Stinger in question. It was so hard to read giant bugs that weren’t cave crickets in his home. He couldn’t tell if it had been alerted to his presence or was just preparing to do the giant scorpion equivalent of getting up for a piss in the middle of the night.

It began raising its tail, and it was facing his direction. Shit.

He flicked another glance upwards. Over halfway now, at least.

But that was still a long way up.

Ethan looked back at the Stinger. It definitely seemed alert. It released a loud clicking sound and tapped its front-most legs in a very specific pattern on the ground.

Several of the other Stingers abruptly rose to their feet.

“Oh fuck,” he whispered.

Ethan looked up again. Maybe three quarters there, but not close enough. And this situation was rapidly deteriorating.

“Pull me up,” he said. “Now!” he added when one of the Stingers launched a barb his way.

He heard frantic talking and shuffling from up above, and then a jerk on the rope that was so abrupt it almost made him drop the guy he was trying to save. He held on tight, and the Stingers began launching more at him. The first few went wide, but that didn’t last. One of them came close enough that it clipped his armor. Another whizzed right by his head, close enough that he could actually feel the displaced air.

And then he felt hands on him, yanking him up out of the crevice.

“Bomb!” he snapped as he got the victim up and out and then hauled himself up.

He heard something beep.

“Move!” Saxon yelled.

After that there was a confusion of movement and hands, grabbing him and the inert survivor and pulling them roughly away. Something exploded and drove shafts of dust from the ceiling. A chorus of shrieking and mad clicking came to them, followed by the sound of dozens and dozens of Stingers moving frantically about.

Ethan ended up on his back, rifle out and aimed back the way they’d come. A greenish miasma was rising slowly from the hole he’d emerged from. A tense moment passed as they waited for some of the Stingers to come up after him. None did.

He relaxed, slightly. “Get him the antivenom, now.”

“On it,” Kiva replied.

She acted fast enough that he surmised she must’ve had it ready to go, injecting the guy in his throat and then replacing the hypo.

“Give me some room, watch my back,” she said, her voice flat and professional as she began checking him over for wounds.

Ethan coughed a few time times and got to his feet, keeping focused on his surroundings.

“Saxon, cover the rear and right side of the room, Lorna, rear and left side, I’ll get the hole,” he said as he readjusted his grip on his rifle.

They both gave clear assents, and everyone settled into place. He could smell the reek of the nest and the bug bomb, the greenish haze still leaking out of the hole, but thankfully not going very far. He waited, his body aching from the tension and hauling the poor guy up out of that pit. And the knowledge that there was still a lot to go.

The sounds gradually lessened as the nest died. Ethan felt a jolt of remorse and guilt at that, but he knew it didn’t matter. Much as he’d prefer a peaceful live-and-let-live option, he knew they wouldn’t do that. If they could, the Stingers would invade Wayport and kill everyone by feeding them to their young.

At least this way the death was relatively quick.

Something emerged from the hole. One of the more reasonably-sized Stingers was struggling to get out, grasping frantically. Ethan aimed and fired two quick shots into its head, killing it and sending it tumbling back down.

He waited, tense. No more came through. The fog dissipated.

“How we doing?” Ethan asked.

“He’s in bad shape,” Kiva replied. “I’m doing what I can for him. He’s stable, at least. If he was going to die from the venom he would have by now. It fucked him up, though, and he needs at the minimum a few days in the hospital. The real problem is what are we going to do with him?”

“We’re going to carry him,” Ethan replied. “And by we, I mean Saxon.”

“Why me?” Saxon replied.

“Because you’re the least effective with a weapon. You really want one of us bogged down with an entire unconscious person while keeping the monsters off us?” Ethan answered.

Saxon frowned deeply and looked down at the unconscious man. Ethan looked as well. Now that he had proper lighting and an opportunity to actually see him, he found that the guy wasn’t too impressive. He was scrawny and pale, his clothes were a mess, he had no obvious gear on him. On the other hand... there did seem to be something about him. Even unconscious there seemed to be a kind of tough aura around him.

Ethan suddenly wondered if that’s how people saw him.

“Fine,” Saxon muttered.

“Good,” Ethan said, dropping into a crouch. He began going through his pockets.

“What are you doing?” Saxon asked.

“Making sure he doesn’t have anything dangerous on him. What if he’s got a live grenade, or a flask of acid, or a knife not properly sheathed? You really wanna get stabbed in the kidney because we didn’t make sure?”

“Fine, point made,” he muttered.

Ethan came up with a few things, some coins, a lighter, some loose bullets, an old photograph, and made sure they were all firmly secured in the guy’s inner pocket, so that he didn’t lose any of it. But he found nothing dangerous, and they spent a moment getting him rigged up so that he hung only somewhat awkwardly across Saxon’s back.

“This is fucking ridiculous,” he muttered.

“Unless you want to do it another way, this is going to work best,” Ethan replied.

He sighed heavily. “No, it’s fine. Let’s just go. Sooner we get there, the sooner we can get the fuck back to Wayport.”

“Yep,” Ethan agreed, heading for the work-light he’d set down to recollect it.

It was time to press on.


Chapter Fifteen




“I need to stop,” Saxon said.

Ethan repressed the urge to sigh and held up, raising his fist. He was getting irritable. The tunnel they had to take ended up being uncomfortably short and he kept ducking down instinctively. They’d run into a handful of surviving Stingers so far and while none of them had done any real damage, each encounter was risky and taxing.

“Sorry,” Saxon muttered as Lorna helped him get his unusual cargo off his back.

So far, he hadn’t woken up.

“Wait here. I’m scouting ahead,” Ethan replied.

“We’ll be here,” Kiva confirmed.

Ethan began moving further down the tunnel.

He had been keeping the map firmly in his head and knew that he had a decent grasp of distance traveled. Consequently, he felt pretty confident that they were almost there. On the other hand, he knew that maps could be wrong, and he could be wrong. Right now, though, he was happy to get away from the group, even if only for a little bit.

Ethan tried to remind himself that he’d gone into this with both eyes open. By his own admission, Saxon was not cut out for the Vast or Crawling. And, in truth, for a skinny tech with anxiety problems, he was actually holding up very well, all things considered.

It was just that the Vast didn’t cut you any slack.

It didn’t really matter your experience level, this place and the things that crept through its abyssal places were not going to go easy on you. But he understood Donovan’s position. They needed Saxon right now because there was no one else.

Ethan hesitated as he sensed some subtle change that told him the tunnel would broaden ahead. He still wasn’t sure what tipped him off and suspected it might be either a combination of things or different things in different situations. Either way, a moment later, he was creeping up to the end of this irritatingly low passage and toward a cavern.

His lights pushed back the darkness enough to give him at least something of an idea of what awaited him. He crouched at the threshold, studying what he saw. The cavern was decently sized, not too tall, the walls pretty solid rock. He could make out other tunnel openings to either side of him. It looked like several ways met on this cavern.

That made enough sense, if it was a maintenance area. People would need to bring things here to be fixed and maintained and replaced. The building in question lay at the center of the cavern. It was shaped roughly like a dumbbell, a pair of flat-topped, single-story structures connected by a longer, more narrow room.

As he began to turn away, a sound came to him.

Ethan took aim in the general direction of it, waiting and slowly scanning what he could see. There was a scent of something rotting on the air, a faint reek of decay that touched something primal in him. He couldn’t see anything moving and, after a moment, backed off. Whatever it was, he didn’t really feel like facing it alone.

He hurried back and quickly rejoined the others.

“Found it,” he said. “Looks clear but I don’t think it is. Heard something moving, and there was a bad smell, like dead something. Might be something nesting in or near the building.”

“What do you want to do?” Kiva asked.

“I want you to stay here with Saxon and our guest. Guard them. Lorna, you’re coming with me. We’re going to scout out the situation. If it’s safe, we’ll transfer you three into the building and then do our business. If not...we’ll figure something out. Just be ready to haul ass back the way we came in case everything goes wrong,” he explained.

“We’ll be ready,” Kiva said.

“Yeah,” Saxon muttered.

“Let’s go,” Ethan said, heading forward again.

Lorna trailed after him. She had been true to her word, at least. If it weren’t for her initial awkwardness just before the briefing, he wouldn’t have known she was having any kind of difficulty with him. Or hell, with Kiva. He still didn’t actually know what the problem was, let alone if it was one or both of them.

But that was later. Right now, he needed to focus on keeping his team alive.

They returned to the threshold and after making sure nothing lethal had crept up while he’d been away, he set up a pair of work-lights, angling them to give the maximum amount of light. They pushed back the darkness much further and revealed more of the cavern.

A few other landmarks became apparent. He saw the remains of a moving vehicle, a long-decayed corpse that was no more than a skeleton, one leg trapped beneath a good-sized rock that must have fallen from the ceiling.

God, what a lonely death that would’ve been.

He still didn’t see anything overtly dangerous, though.

“I’ve got left side, you’ve got right side. We advance on the structure nice and easy. You see or hear anything, tell me immediately,” he said.

“Got it,” Lorna replied tightly.

They set off, taking a few steps into the cavern and, after nothing happened, picking up the pace a little bit. The walk across the cavern was tense but uneventful. Nothing leaped out at them from the shadows. They reached the main entrance to the building and Ethan frowned as he found it partially forced open.

“Someone’s been here,” he muttered, noticing the way the dust was disturbed. “Recently, too, I think.”

“Maybe they’re still here,” Lorna murmured.

“Maybe…”

Ethan pulled the door open a little further and peered cautiously in. He saw a big, sprawling bay mostly lost to shadows. There were bootprints in the dust, a lot of them, going here, there, and everywhere. He tried his flashlight trick again and got nothing in response. After a long moment of hearing absolutely nothing, he tried something else.

“I’m a friendly Crawler, is anyone in here?”

He didn’t ask it too loudly. The stillness was his answer.

“All right,” he grunted, pulling it open the rest of the way, “you’re on guard duty. Stand right here and don’t move unless something shows up. And be careful with that trigger, could be travelers.”

“I got it,” she replied.

Ethan carefully checked to either side, found nothing but dusty shelves and a scattering of old tools and spare parts across an ancient, scarred metal table, and made his way inside. His light revealed more signs of recently activity, and after he cleared the first structure and stepped into the connecting corridor, the scent of death grew a lot stronger.

His light revealed a corpse about halfway down a broad hallway. Something was wrong with it, besides the obvious. Ethan sighed softly as he looked around. To either side of him were rows of what looked to be tiny sleeping areas, divided by ragged cloth or tarp hung from the ceiling. What this translated to was a confined space with a lot of areas for dangerous things to be hiding.

He turned back and waved Lorna over. She joined him at the entrance. He made quick hand motions that told her to stay put at the entrance to the living area and watch his back, then he began pressing forward.

It was a slow, harrowing walk.

The silence felt heavy, laden with tension.

His lights made uncertain, shadowy shapes appear beyond each cloth or tarp wall. Ethan could feel his heart starting to beat faster and pushed away the anxiety. Carefully, methodically, he checked behind each of the tarps and blankets, all the while keeping an eye on the dead body as he drew closer to it, foot by foot.

Each little niche revealed the tired remains of some poor soul’s temporary home. The rusted remnants of a bed frame, a small desk, a trunk for supplies, a chair. Nothing else. Several of the niches were simply cleared out, and it was obvious that whoever had been here before had gone through everything.

Ethan reached the dead body without incident.

“Shit,” he muttered.

“What?” Lorna whispered anxiously.

“It’s a Husk.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah. Just stay there, keep watch, let me finish.”

“Got it.”

He studied the strange humanoid figure for just a moment, taking in its decayed, leathery, ashen flesh, its misshapen musculature, its long, bloody claws. They’d shot it in the head, a clean and easy kill, but where there was one, there were usually more.

Finishing his search of the midsection, Ethan moved on into the final area of the maintenance outpost. His light revealed a battlefield. A dozen more dead Husks lay around, scattered chaotically and bled out, pumped full of holes. It looked like half of this place had been dedicated to a small kitchen and dining area and, through another open door, what seemed to be a bathroom. The other half was mostly empty, but was probably storage at one point.

He spent a few minutes checking it out, found nothing alive, and then returned to Lorna.

“We’re clear,” he said, “but that might not last. Come on.”

They returned to the others and Ethan updated them on the situation. He and Kiva kept watch while Saxon and Lorna carried the unconscious man to the outpost. They got inside and set him down on the only bed left with a mattress.

“All right, Saxon, do your thing. Find whatever it is we’re looking for. Kiva, once you’ve finished checking him over, I want you on patrol within the structure. Lorna and I will guard the entrance. Let’s make as little noise as we can and work quickly,” Ethan said.

They all responded and got to it.

Ethan headed back to the entrance and sat down on a crate. He groaned lightly and fished a thin vial of painkillers from a shoulder pocket, popped two of them, and drank off a quarter of the water in his canteen.

“You all right?” Lorna asked, sitting on an old chair nearby.

“Fine,” he grunted. “Everything’s still kind of aching from the last mission that landed me in the hospital. I’ll be all right, though.”

“Okay,” she murmured.

Ethan glanced at her. She seemed awkward again. He let a little bit of time go by, and then decided he might as well just try and figure it out now.

“Lorna. Let me preface this by saying: you are doing a great job. But now that we have some time and some quiet, I’d like to know, what’s going on?” he asked.

She paled a little, but she did look him in the eye. “It’s embarrassing,” she said after a moment.

“Well... you don’t have to tell if you don’t want to, but would it help make you feel better if I told you something embarrassing about myself?” he asked.

“Yeah, it would actually.”

He laughed. “Ugh... shit. Let’s see... okay, I’ve got one.” He hesitated, then sighed, shaking his head. “This is embarrassing,” he muttered, and Lorna laughed softly. “The first, and really only time I got piss-ass drunk a few years back, I... confessed my love to the middle-aged woman I’d grown up next to. In front of her husband. And at least a dozen other people. And when her husband naturally was like ‘uh, not cool man’, I swung on him. Thankfully, I missed, fell flat on my face, and then, when I got back up, he gave me one, solid punch in the face and told me to rethink my decision-making process. I am told that I said, ‘No thank you’, passed out, and pissed myself.”

Lorna was staring at him with huge eyes and was trying very hard not to start laughing as he finished up his story, but once he stopped speaking, she immediately lost her fight and covered her mouth.

“Yep,” he said.

“Ethan. Oh my God,” she replied after she’d gotten control of herself again. “How did you live with yourself after that?”

“Thankfully, everyone was surprisingly reasonable. Even the couple. They forgave me, the woman was actually very flattered, and her husband told me ‘I know how you feel’, given he was married to her and still very much into her. But that’s actually what finally booted me into Crawling. I needed to both get away from my little bastion and do something to prove I wasn’t a fucking moron,” he replied.

“Wow,” she murmured. “That’s... embarrassing.”

“Yep. Your turn.”

She sighed. “All right, fine. I... like you. A lot.” She frowned, then shifted in her seat and cleared her throat. “I mean, a lot. In that way.”

“Oh, you want to fuck me,” he said.

She had started to blush but now it all rushed to her face. She looked away. “Yes.”

“Well, I’m very flattered,” he replied.

A long moment went by.

“So, um, do you... want to... do it?” she asked awkwardly, still not meeting his eyes.

“It’s extremely tempting,” Ethan replied, “but I think it would be a not great idea. Mostly because I... already have my life full, right now, admittedly.”

“With your girlfriend and Kiva and Kasumi?” she asked.

He chuckled awkwardly. “Uh... yeah. I don’t know. I just don’t want to sleep with you and then you find out you’re madly in love with me and try to build a relationship with me and then find out that I actually just do not have enough time for you.”

“I mean, I’m pretty low maintenance…” she murmured, leaning back and opening her legs a little.

“Are you trying to seduce me?” he asked.

“Yes. Is it working?”

“Yes.” She grinned. He sighed.

“I’m sorry,” she said, straightening up. “I’m just really fucking into you. I had a wet dream about you last night, and it was the most intense one of my life. I’ve masturbated to you a dozen times since we’ve met. Probably more. I can’t stop thinking about you.”

“Okay wow, that’s... a lot of information. Um.” He stood up. “Whatever we decide, wherever this goes, we will have this conversation back at Wayport. This is not the place for it.”

“Agreed,” she said. “Sorry... you asked.”

“I did ask,” he replied. “And again, I’m flattered, just... not sure if this is a terrible idea.”

“Well... terrible ideas can be fun sometimes,” she murmured.

“I know. Okay, let’s focus.”

“Right. So, uh... back to the here and now, what actually are Husks? I’m not really familiar with them,” she asked.

“People hit by the mutagenics. I don’t know if you’ve read a lot, but they’re kind of like zombies? Only faster and stronger, and apparently smarter these days. And they come in different types. Husks are the most basic and common.”

“They aren’t still, like... people, are they?” she asked.

“As far as I know, no, they are not. They’re basically animals. And regardless, they will try to kill you on sight. They’re very territorial. I’m guessing these ones set up shop in here, which means there’s a decent chance there’s a bigger colony somewhere nearby. I think that’s what I heard when I first came in, one of them was lingering. If they’re alone, they tend to run off. Maybe to get the others. Which is why I’m not so happy lingering. But we don’t have much choice,” Ethan replied.

“I’m kind of familiar with tech, I could help look,” Lorna offered.

He nodded. “Yeah, see what you can find in here, gather up anything that looks useful on one of the tables. I’ll keep watch.”

“On it.”

She headed off, deeper into the bay, and Ethan settled in by the main entrance to protect them.


Chapter Sixteen




“Hurry up,” Ethan growled impatiently.

“Sorry, it’s running slow,” the receptionist replied.

Finally, the machine chimed and the door that let into the inner sanctum of Crawler HQ opened up. He and his team immediately set off down the corridor, which was mercifully empty. They made straight for the tiny infirmary and then Lorna and Kiva disappeared into it. Ethan watched as they laid their survivor out on the table and then Kiva began to check over him.

He still hadn’t woken up, and his vitals were worryingly low.

“Can I get this to where it needs to go?” Saxon asked.

Ethan began to respond but looked over as the door to Donovan’s office opened up and the man himself stepped out, rubbing irritably at one of his eyes.

“Tell me you found it,” he said.

“We found it,” Saxon replied.

“Go. Drop off your gear, find Xander and have him escort you to the power plant. Get it installed immediately,” Donovan said.

Saxon nodded and hurried away. Donovan joined Ethan at the open infirmary door.

“Who’s this? What happened?” he asked.

“Survivor of a Stinger attack. He might not make it,” Ethan replied.

“He’ll make it,” Kiva said firmly. “Go on Lorna, I’ve got this.”

“Okay,” she replied, slipping out and then hovering awkwardly nearby.

Donovan watched Kiva work for a moment, then looked blearily at Ethan and Lorna. Finally, he shook his head and rubbed at his eye again. “Okay, Lorna, drop off your stuff, get paid, and go home. Get some rest. We’re going to need you again as soon as possible.”

Lorna hesitated, looking at Ethan.

“Come by my place tonight. We’ll talk,” he said.

She nodded and walked away.

“Give me the rundown,” Donovan said, heading back into his office.

They sat down opposite each other, and Donovan fired up his terminal, typing as Ethan began talking.

“Found a group of people who had been attacked by the Stingers. Tracked the lone survivor of the encounter to the Stinger nest. Rescued him and deployed the bug bomb. Nest is dead, we double-checked on the way back. Found the maintenance bay, found dead Husks, no resistance. People had been through on what looked like a scavenging run recently. Good chance it was the team that got attacked by the Stingers, but no confirmation. Found the part we were looking for, and a few others that Saxon seemed excited over. Came home without an issue.”

“All right,” Donovan muttered after typing for a few moments more. He stared at the screen a bit longer, then grabbed a nearby cup and drained it, pulled a face, and set it back down. He refocused on Ethan. “Nothing else to report?”

“Nope. Gonna change out, get paid, and go home for the night. Maybe take another look at a house we found...how hard will it be to actually make it ours?” he asked.

“Not at all for a pair of Crawlers,” Donovan replied.

“Probably a trio of Crawlers. I think Kasumi might be moving in with us.”

Donovan raised an eyebrow, then sighed softly. “Okay, I’m gonna have to say this now: Lorna is the last one. Inside the Crawlers, at least.”

“The last one what?” he asked.

“The last Crawler you fuck.... Don’t give me that look. She’s obviously very into you, and you seem into her being into you. And believe me, I get it. I was there, in your shoes, twenty years ago. It’s hard to say no. And normally that’s not much of a problem because a lot of Crawlers tend to be ‘use them and lose them’ types. They fuck, maybe they fight about something, then go back to business as normal.

“But I can’t have you fucking and falling in love with every single woman in this building. I’m already reluctant enough to let Thatch go with you on missions, especially after that look she just gave you. Kasumi, I’d trust with my life. Kiva seems like she had can handle her business. But you aren’t a love-them-and-leave-them type. I can read that about you, at least. Because, again, I was the same way when I was your age. And the unhappy reality of the situation is that emotional investment in your fellow Crawlers can cause serious problems.”

Ethan considered how to respond for a few moments, and Donovan seemed content to wait.

“All right,” he said finally. “And you’re right, about Lorna. She’s... very interested. We had a talk while standing watch. I’m reluctant to let her into my life even a little bit because, well, it’s already a busy life, and you have a point. But whatever happens, I promise not to fuck any other Crawlers after her.”

“Thank you,” Donovan replied. “And I’m holding you to that.”

“I keep my promises,” Ethan said, a little more defensively than he meant to.

“I believe you, but I mean, you’ve seen the women you’re working alongside. There’s not a single unattractive woman in this Headquarters. You keep this up, and you’re going to get into pissing matches with the other guys. I’ll really have a problem, then.”

“Noted,” Ethan replied. He stood up. “Is Kasumi back yet?”

Donovan began to respond when his radio crackled. “Kasumi’s team is back.”

“Speak of the devil,” he muttered, grabbing it. “Have them go to Briefing One.”

“Understood.”

“Make sure you watch that guy I brought in,” Ethan said as Donovan stood. “I have literally no idea who he might be. Could be a psycho killer for all we know.”

“Noted. We’ll keep him here under observation until he wakes up, question him, and then figure out what to do with him from there. Good job, by the way. Having to suddenly pull off a rescue mission in the middle of another mission is always a fucking nightmare.”

“We got lucky,” Ethan replied.

They headed out into the corridor and he saw Kasumi leading some of the others towards one of the Briefing Rooms. Donovan went on ahead and shut the door behind him. Ethan headed back over to the infirmary and found Kiva leaning back against a counter, arms crossed.

“How we doing?” he asked.

“I’ve got him stable again, but that venom did a lot of damage,” she replied. “Are we good?”

“Yeah. Let’s go check everything back in and shower, if you’re still down for that.”

“Ah. Yes.” She straightened up. “I would like that.”

Kiva came out and took his hand, letting him lead her deeper into the facility.
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“Are you all right?” Ethan asked.

“What?” Kiva replied, clearly distracted.

They were sitting in the secondary infirmary, waiting for Kasumi to finish up.

“You’ve been... distracted, or upset, I’m not sure.”

“Oh. I’m just... processing,” she replied.

“Processing what?”

“Some emotions.” He waited. She frowned and actually looked at him. “Watching you go down into the nest and not being able to actually do anything beyond what I was already doing was an extremely trying and emotionally taxing experience. I know it’s our job, I know it’s the Vast, and I know it’ll happen again. It’s just... going to take some getting used to.”

“I’m not sure what to say,” he admitted.

“I know. It’s fine. I’m not mad at you, I’m not accusing you of anything. You did everything right. You don’t have to say anything. It’s just a reality I have to adjust to, and I might have difficulty with that because I have little experience with serious relationships,” she replied.

Ethan thought about it for a moment, then he took her hand and kissed the back of it. “I will do whatever I can to help you.”

She smiled. “Good answer, actually.”

They both looked over as the door opened and Kasumi walked in. She paused. “I’m sorry if I’m interrupting an emotional moment.”

“No, it’s fine. Just talking about the dangers of the Vast and facing them as a couple,” Ethan replied.

“Ah. Yes, I imagine that will put something of a strain on the relationship, but you two should be fine,” she said, walking over to a medical cabinet and opening it up.

“Why do you think that?” Kiva asked.

Kasumi brought over a hypo, a sanitary wipe, a small tube, a bandage, and a scalpel. “You two are both strong, emotionally intelligent people. You’re willing to work with each other, listen to each other. Same with Ember. Now, where is your device?”

“Here,” Kiva said, tapping her left bicep.

“All right, give me a moment,” Kasumi murmured.

Ethan expected something more complicated, but it was a pretty quick and easy procedure. She swabbed the site with antiseptic and injected her arm with a local anesthetic. Then she made an incision after a moment, popped out a little piece of metal and plastic, then squeezed a small amount of the substance from the tube into the wound, then sealed it all with a bandage.

“Hmm,” Kasumi murmured as she studied the tiny device.

“What?” Kiva asked, running a finger gingerly over the bandage.

“You may already be pregnant, this is not functioning any longer,” she replied, then began disposing of everything.

“That thought is exciting,” Kiva murmured.

“Yes, it is,” Ethan agreed.

“I’m glad you want to be parents.” She finished up and then turned to face them again. “Well, I’m going home for the night. My mission was difficult and taxing, and I wish to be alone. That being said, I shall be willing to spend time with you tomorrow.”

“Perfect. We have a house we think will work well and want to show you and Ember tomorrow,” Ethan replied.

“Excellent. I’ll come to your place in the morning.” She paused. “I would like a kiss.”

“So would I,” Ethan replied.

He stepped up to her and she stood up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his own. Slipping a hand over the back of his neck, she held him and deepened the kiss, then slipped her tongue into his mouth for a moment and pulled back.

“Nice kiss,” Ethan murmured.

Kasumi simply smiled, looking satisfied, and walked out.

“See you later, you two.”

They wished her farewell, then began heading for their own home for the night.
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While Ethan had intended to tell Ember about Lorna as soon as he got back to the shack, (he’d already appraised Kiva of the situation, to which she responded with quiet amusement), Ember made that impossible by grabbing both him and Kiva and pulling them back towards their large bed, insisting it had yet to be properly broken in.

“Okay, what was so important you were trying to tell me earlier?” Ember asked as they pulled their clothes back into place.

“Your assessment about Lorna was correct,” Ethan replied.

Ember’s eyes immediately lit up. “Did you fuck her?”

He laughed. “No, I did not. We had a discussion. She admitted that she is extremely into me. And I... tried to temper her expectations.”

“Why would you do that?!”

“Well, for one, I am about to live with three women, all of whom I’m sleeping with, two of whom I’m trying to get pregnant. And that’s alongside being a Crawler and helping you with your ‘help the Pit’ campaign. Secondly, my Captain pulled me aside and told me Lorna’s got to be the last Crawler I nail.”

Kiva snorted. “Wait, what!? He said that?”

“Yes. He’s concerned about us getting...distracted out there in the Vast. And he’s not necessarily wrong,” he replied.

Kiva lost her smile. “Hmm. That is a good point.”

“He’s concerned I’m going to wind up fucking half the Crawlers.”

“He should be,” Ember murmured.

“So where do you actually stand on Lorna, then? I mean she’s very cute,” Kiva said. “Could be fun.”

“Definitely would be fun,” Ember said.

He sighed as they sat down around the table in the main room. “I don’t know. I mean yes, fun, definitely. Just... she seems kind of inexperienced. And while I’m okay with helping her get some experience in a safe, fun way, I’m also worried she’ll fall in love with me and want a lot from me. I just won’t be able to give it to her because I’ve already got you two, and Kasumi, and Lena apparently waiting in the wings…”

“Okay, yes, you really should fuck Lena before you fuck Lorna,” Ember replied. “But that’s not a bad point. Did you tell her this?”

“I did.”

“And?”

“And she tried to seduce me and claimed she’s low maintenance.”

“Hmm... maybe you should take her at her word?” Ember suggested.

“Maybe... I don’t know. You two aren’t really helping. Honestly, I’d never thought I’d be with a woman, let alone two, who are this enthusiastic about me bringing more women into bed,” he said.

“Are you actually complaining about that?” Kiva asked.

“No, I’m not, it’s just... I don’t know. She’s coming over tonight to talk about it, so we’ll deal with it then. But also, Ember, tomorrow, I want to show you and Kasumi the house Kiva and I found. I think it might be the one we’re looking for,” he replied.

“I’m so fucking excited to see it. I really want–”

There was a knock at the door.

Ethan got up and answered it, finding, as he expected to, Lorna. Kiva had a point; she was extremely cute. Her short brown hair was pulled into a small ponytail, her bright blue eyes shone with energy and enthusiasm, and her slim, fit body looked damn good in the tight t-shirt and jeans. Even her skin had a healthy pale glow.

“Hi,” she said, seeming at once both excited and intimidated.

“Hi. Come in,” Ethan replied, moving aside.

She came in and sat down at the table with them.

“Well... this is even more uncomfortable than I thought it would be,” Lorna said after a moment.

“We all know why you’re here,” Ember said. “And we aren’t angry or offended. We’re okay to simply talk about it.”

“That helps a lot, actually,” Lorna said. She sat up a little straighter and Ethan saw some of the natural grit that kept her alive out in the Vast enter her gaze. “Fine then. Head on. I can do that. I really like Ethan. Like... I think I’m falling in love with him. And I know that sounds really crazy, because we haven’t spent that much time together, but I just-I don’t know! I’m overwhelmed by feelings. I want to be around him all the time. I want to live with him, have sex with him, just be with him. And part of me knows how absolutely ballistic that sounds, but the rest of me just doesn’t care. And I can’t just... not deal with this. I have to figure something out.”

Another long moment of uncomfortable silence passed. Ethan wasn’t really sure how to respond to this, though he was turning thoughts over in his mind, and Ember simply looked amused. Kiva, however, appeared thoughtful.

“I have a potential solution,” she said finally.

“I am all ears,” Ethan replied.

“First, a question needs to be answered. Ethan: how would you feel about it if Lorna became a permanent part of your life in the same capacity as me or Ember? Living together, dating, sharing a bed.”

Ethan thought about it. “That’s a question I can’t properly answer,” he said. “Because I don’t know what it would mean, exactly, because we haven’t spent considerable amount of time together. However, if I had to guess... I think I’d like it.”

“Then I have a solution,” Kiva replied. “I think Lorna should join us when we move. As Ethan’s girlfriend. We’ll need to discuss it with Kasumi, but this is how we should move forward. Then, one of four things will happen. Either both of you are happy, one of you is happy, or neither of you are happy. If you’re both happy, and we are also happy with it, then you keep going. If not, Lorna moves out.”

“I mean... I suppose, technically speaking, that is the solution, but…” Ethan frowned, sitting back in his chair.

“But what?” Ember asked.

“I don’t know. It sounds too... simple. Too uncomplicated.”

“Most solutions are not complicated,” Kiva replied. “It’s simply that most people complicate things unnecessarily. Now, there’s a lot of potential for things to go wrong, but I’m assuming Lorna is prepared to face that eventuality.”

“Yep,” Lorna agreed.

“Or,” Ethan said unhappily, “Lorna merely thinks she is prepared to face that eventuality, because her brain is being flooded with happy chemicals because she has a crush on me, and if it all goes wrong, it might do irreversible psychological damage to her.”

“You don’t think that’s a little dramatic?” Kiva asked.

“I have seen people who lose the ones they love. Rarely, if ever, are they the same. But I guess we’re getting into complicated territory now. I am admittedly very reluctant to say that I’m important enough to do permanent damage to Lorna if we break up after a few months. We’d both suffer, but I’m pretty sure she’d bounce back and move on. I’m just a worse-case scenario kind of guy,” he admitted. “And I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I appreciate that, and I’m okay with this plan if everyone else is,” Lorna said.

“Are you really that desperate to be with me?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied immediately. “Um... I guess I should ask this now: are you actually interested in me?”

“I’m certainly attracted to you,” he replied. “Beyond that? It’s still hard to say. I guess I don’t know you well enough yet.”

“That’s fair. Can we go on a date tomorrow?” she asked.

Ethan glanced at Kiva and Ember. They both smiled and nodded.

“Yeah, we can do that,” he said. “But it will not end in sex.”

“Why?” Lorna asked.

“For one, we should wait a bit longer, but for two there’s... someone else I promised I’d sleep with first that I haven’t yet. I feel like it would be cruel to sleep with a third woman before sleeping with her,” he replied.

“Oh... that makes sense. Okay. What about the moving in?” she asked.

“Let’s say yes unless we have a compelling reason not to. Still, we need to talk with Kasumi and need to check out the house to make sure everything’s in order. But providing that all goes well, and our chemistry is right, yes,” he replied.

“Awesome!” She stood up abruptly. “I should probably go let my parents know.” She frowned. “It’s going to be hard to explain this to them... although honestly, they’re a lot more willing to listen to me now that I’m a Crawler... whatever. I’ll see you tomorrow! Thank you!”

They said their goodbyes and then she was gone.

“Huh,” Ethan murmured.

“How are you feeling about this?” Ember asked.

“I’m not sure. You seem endlessly amused by this, though,” he replied.

“I am, I suppose. It’s kind of funny, seeing you respond to this.”

“Does it really not bother you?” he asked. “Most of the women I’ve run into before you were rather... territorial. Which I was fine with. It just seems weird. I spent my whole life around women who were very into ‘two people belong in a relationship’ and then I come here and suddenly I find apparently four women who are okay sharing me with each other. I mean, is it normal in larger bastions?”

“Not really,” Kiva said. “I think it’s just luck, mostly.”

“It doesn’t bother me. I like it,” Ember replied.

“I do, too. I think Kasumi is kind of just ‘eh’ about it. And Lorna seems like she’ll do whatever it takes to get in your pants and your life,” Kiva said.

“That’s what worries me,” he muttered. “I don’t want her destroying her life on a whim.”

“We’re not going to let her destroy her life, Ethan,” Ember said. “I mean it’s not like she’s running away from her family or anyone else to be with you. She’s not betting everything on a relationship with you. Honestly, and I say this with love, dear, I think maybe you’re putting too much importance on a relationship with you.”

“Probably,” he agreed. “It’s less me and more just... circumstances I’m worried about. You’re right, I’m overthinking. We’ll get it figured out. Now, uh, I am fucking starving, so I need to figure out dinner.”

“You and Kiva relax,” Ember replied. “I will make dinner happen.”

“Thank you,” both of them said as she got up and headed for the kitchen area.


Chapter Seventeen




“I’m actually kind of nervous,” Kasumi murmured as they moved through the Pit.

“Really? You?” Ember replied.

“Yes. It’s been occurring to me that I’m rather comfortable where I am now. I’ve settled firmly into my life and have been there for years. My desire for adventure has been satisfied, thoroughly, by my time in the Vast, and that remains true, given how chaotic and unpredictable the Vast can be. But in the bastion? My life is very routine, and I like it that way,” she explained.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Kiva asked.

“Yes. Much as I enjoy my routine, I know that I’ll be happier if I shake things up. Worst case scenario, I go back to how it was before. To be completely honest, I am starting to get bored of my home and being alone there all the time. So it’ll be nice to shake things up.”

“I’m sort of looking forward to the opposite,” Kiva murmured. “Every day I stay here, my desire to settle down gets stronger. Speaking of which, Ember, I forgot to mention it yesterday, but I am one hundred percent capable of getting pregnant now. Kasumi took out my device, and it wasn’t even working anymore, apparently.”

“So you could be pregnant already?” Ember asked.

“Yes.”

“That’s so exciting. We’re going to be pregnant together!”

“That will be a nightmare for Ethan,” Kasumi murmured.

“Oh, it’ll be fine,” Ember replied dismissively.

“Have you been pregnant?” Ethan asked.

“No, obviously. But I’ve been around pregnant women before,” Ember replied.

“Okay, but did you live with them? As in, live with them and were responsible for their health and happiness?”

“No. I mean, not really. I helped out with some of the pregnant ladies growing up, so I know some stuff, but…” She sighed heavily. “I suppose I must admit that I don’t actually know.”

“Honestly, it might be a good idea to have Lorna move in with us just to help with that,” Kiva said.

“No, because if she moves in then she will become pregnant,” Kasumi replied.

“Oh... that’s a good point,” Kiva murmured. “I should talk to her about an implant. Do they have those up at the HQ or the hospital?”

“Yes,” Kasumi replied. “I’ve helped a few women get them installed. I imagine you’re better at it, though, so I will leave it up to you.”

When she had arrived this morning, they’d asked Kasumi how she’d feel about Lorna moving in and all she really said was that so long as Lorna kept out of her room, she’d be fine with it.

“This is insane, we’re going to be an utter powerhouse,” Ethan muttered as they approached the house they’d been scoping out. “Four Crawlers in the same place?”

“It is rather unprecedented,” Kasumi murmured. “Traditionally speaking, Crawlers are solitary beings. They either live by themselves, or perhaps with civilians. I’m very curious how it’s going to turn out.”

“Same,” Ethan replied.

They arrived at the structure in question. It was probably one of the more sturdily built structures in the Pit. It was about three times the size of their present shack, and that was just on the first story. It had a full, finished basement. Well, finished in the sense that the dirt floor had been covered up with metal plating.

Ethan had already gotten authorized access to it when they’d gone hunting earlier. He unlocked the door and headed inside, finding the same vacant living room waiting for him. The others came in behind him and began looking around.

“Already seems pretty nice,” Ember murmured. “Why hasn’t it been occupied?”

“Three reasons, as far as we can tell,” Kiva replied. “The power and water are damaged, and there’s a hole in the wall here.”

They walked through one of the four doors leading away from the central room. It led into what was supposed to be a combination kitchen and dining area. Near the back wall, where an appliance had once been, probably a refrigerator, was a missing metal sheet.

“Easy fix,” Kasumi murmured, walking slowly over to the hole and then studying the wall around it. “Though I’d like to touch up the welding.” She knocked on the wall. “Decent thickness. Let’s see the rest.”

They went back to the original room and checked the second door, finding a bathroom with a toilet, sink, and stall all crammed inside. It was a step up from what they currently had, and the stall was at least big enough he could fuck Ember and Kasumi in it. Maybe Kiva, but that might be a real challenge given she was nearly as tall as he was.

The third door led to what he knew their bedroom would be. It was thankfully about twice the size of their current bedroom, which was good because if Lorna was going to join them, they might actually need another bigger bed.

The final door led down to the basement. It was big, square, and completely empty, and about three quarters the size of their present shack.

“We were picturing you living here,” Ethan said. “Since you like your own space.”

“Yes…” Kasumi murmured, slowly walking deeper and staring at one of the walls.

Ethan waited, beginning to get worried. He couldn’t read her at all, save that she was in deep concentration. Was she strongly reconsidering this plan? Was she offended for some reason? He almost said something when she abruptly turned back around.

“Okay, I can make this work,” she said. “I want to live here.”

“Really?” Ember asked. “You’d be cool with this?”

“Given my skills and abilities to remake it as I see fit, including putting in my own bathroom and soaking tub? Yes. I’d be pretty happy here.”

“Can I use your soaking tub?” Kiva asked.

“And can I, too?” Ember asked.

Kasumi laughed softly. “I’m sure we can work something out. I know I’m going to want to ride Ethan in there... now let’s have a look at the pipes and the electrical.”

She marched back up the stairs, and they all followed in her wake.

The next half an hour passed as they investigated the finer details of what Ethan was becoming increasingly sure would be their new home. Like he imagined every home and shack in the Pit had, this place was riddled with imperfections. Worn down and broken things, holes in the walls or the ceiling, damaged wiring and piping.

But with their combined knowledge and skill, (with a considerable amount of that pool belonging to Kasumi,) they felt confident they could get it fixed up themselves, and soon. At the end of it, they stood in front of the building, staring at it.

“So, do we want it?” Ethan asked.

“I do,” Ember said.

“Same,” Kiva agreed. “I like it.”

“I want it,” Kasumi said. “I want to get started on it now, actually.”

“Okay... are we really going to be able to fit five people in there?” Ethan murmured.

“I think so,” Kasumi replied. “And worst case scenario, we can add on. It takes time and coin and effort, but we could definitely add a second story.”

“Should probably invest in some soundproofing…” Kiva murmured.

“Oh. Yeah. That’s a good point,” Ethan said. “Kasumi, what do we actually have to do to make this ours?”

“First swing by Crawler HQ to get Donovan to forward an official request. Then we head over to the Housing Building and make it official. They’ll need everyone who’s going to live in it to come by and sign off on it, so they can keep track and also update your cards, but it doesn’t need to be right away. You and I can make this happen within an hour,” Kasumi replied.

“That sounds fine by me. Ember, how about you go get Lorna and show her the house, tell her we’re moving in. Kasumi and I can get this done,” Ember said.

“Okay,” Ember replied.

“Can I come? I actually know about this kind of work, and I’d love to buy some supplies and get started,” Kiva asked.

“That’s exactly what I intend to do after we finish making it official,” Kasumi said.

“Sounds good. We can make a day of it, and then I can take Lorna on a date tonight,” Ethan replied.

“Don’t work too hard. You’ve got Crawling tomorrow,” Ember said.

“Noted,” Ethan replied. “Also, um... I guess try to get a sense of how Lorna’s family feels about... this whole thing.”

Ember laughed. “All right. You’ve been lucky so far, not having to put up with any in-laws, but not anymore.”

“If it works out,” Ethan murmured.

“I’m pretty sure it’ll work out.”

He sighed and hugged and kissed her. “I love you, Ember.”

She giggled. “You say that like you’re annoyed.” He looked at her silently. “I love you too, dearest. See you at home?”

“See you at home.”

Kasumi and Kiva said their goodbyes and they parted ways.
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Ethan sighed as he kept trying to get his final fingernail clean, focusing on it intensely.

It had been an eventful and tiring day. He was looking forward to sleeping after this date.

They’d gotten in and out of Crawler HQ pretty quick. Donovan seemed irritable and promptly got them what they needed for the house, muttering an obligatory congratulations before booting them out of his office and closing the door. Ethan genuinely couldn’t tell if they were making progress with their crawling or not, based on his sour mood.

Kasumi assured him that his latest mission had been a massive win for the bastion as a whole, but that a lot of the problems they fixed were largely invisible. In short: people would only really notice if you failed. If you succeeded, things continued running as they had been. It was part of what made Crawlers showy and prone to seeking fame.

Which made enough sense to him, but in truth, he was happy enough to do his job and then go home to his lovers. All-night benders and parties had never really appealed to him, but he had to admit that maybe that would change now that he was a Crawler in a significantly larger bastion.

They’d walked up to the Housing Administration building, which perched on the second tier and looked fairly bland. It was little more than a rectangle of quarried stone and only a few windows. The interior felt somehow old and dusty, the atmosphere subdued. Even with Kasumi there to ensure maximum efficiency, it still took most of an hour to get everything filled out and finished.

After that, he, Kasumi, and Kiva basically just dove into the renovation project.

Ethan knew that he and Kiva were eager for a new, larger home to call their own, but Kasumi seemed like she simply enjoyed the task of fixing the place up. They went to the Market and spent almost twenty dollars on supplies (most of which came from Kasumi). Tools, parts, piping, wiring, a few sheets of metal, carpeting, soundproofing, insulation, a dozen other odds and ends Kasumi suspected they’d need.

From there, they worked on the house until Ethan realized that it was starting to shade towards evening.

And so he’d hurried home with Kiva. Kasumi said she was going to get keep working.

“What are you complaining about in there?” Ember asked.

“My fucking fingernails are so dirty,” Ethan replied. He took another look and finally nodded. “All right, that should be it.” He stepped out of the bathroom and found Ember and Kiva seated at the table. They both looked over at him, still amused. “How do I look?”

“Sharp,” Kiva murmured.

“You sure it’s not too... I dunno, official? I look kind of... I’m not sure. I guess, not going on a date. I think? I’ll be honest, I’m not very experienced with dates,” Ethan murmured, looking down at himself.

He was wearing the black outfit that Ember had gotten him after she’d gone to the trouble of washing it for him.

“Didn’t you tell me you got with a dozen women before coming here?” Ember asked.

“Less than a dozen, and those were basically all one-night stands. We didn’t date so much as just hang out and hook up and split since most of them were just staying at the bastion for a night or two. And Refuge was small, like a lot smaller than this. There wasn’t nearly as much to do,” he replied.

“She doesn’t have much experience either,” Ember said. “And she’ll care that it’s you and that you put in the effort. And you did. You look sharp. Clean, well-dressed. You’re taking this seriously, and she’ll be able to see that.”

“This still feels weird,” he muttered, brushing at something on his sleeve. “But I guess I’ve said that enough. I don’t want it to seem like I’m not happy with the fact that you’re sending me off to go on a date with another woman. It’s just taking some time to adjust. Although to be clear, I’m pretty confident Lorna is the last.”

“You sure about that?” Kiva murmured. “When we were up at Crawler HQ, I saw a fit brunette woman looking at you a certain way…”

“Stark,” he said. “And I’m sure. At the very least: no more Crawlers. Donovan’s right. It’s going to cause problems. And we need as few of those as possible. I’m not willing to risk lives just because I want to fuck more women.”

“And that’s very admirable,” Ember replied. “What about civilians?”

He sighed. “Okay so is this like an actual thing with you? Are you fucking with me, or is this an actual goal?”

“I’m not fucking with you,” Ember said, then paused. “Okay, I’m fucking with you a little bit. But I do actually like it. I like seeing you with other women. I don’t know why, I just do. It makes me hot and horny.” She lost her smile. “But if it’s too much, do tell me. I like it, but I don’t want to pressure you or push you into something intimate with someone you don’t like.”

“I’ll let you know,” he replied. “But to be honest I’m kind of a slut.”

Kiva was in the middle of taking a drink and choked as she laughed. She spent a moment coughing. “Okay what?”

“I mean I find most women attractive,” Ethan said. “And it’s admittedly kind of hard to say no to sex with an attractive woman. And since I find most women attractive, and I’m now in a position that apparently makes me attractive, it might be a problem.”

“I mean it’s not like we have to move every woman you fuck in here, babe,” Ember replied. “You can just fuck them and send them on their way. As long as you’re being honest about it, I don’t think it’s a problem.”

“Yeah, but if we’re going down that road, you need to let me give you the protection shot,” Kiva said. “If you haven’t had it already.”

“Wait...the what?” he asked.

“There’s a shot that sort of coats your urethra with something that’ll protect you from sexually transmitted infections...you didn’t know about this?” she replied.

“What? No! I’d really like that,” he replied.

“Well, it also prevents you from getting anyone pregnant, and it lasts six months,” Kiva said. “So…”

“So you need to knock us up first,” Ember said.

“I’ll make sure to get on it tonight,” Ethan replied. “Now, I gotta go.”

“Have fun, dear,” Ember said.

He laughed and kissed both of them, then headed out the door. As he began heading away, he nearly jumped out of his skin when he heard a familiar voice begin speaking.

“Where are you headed off to dressed so well?”

“Holy fuck, Lena,” he replied as he spun around. She was leaning in her doorway, smiling her little smile at him. “I swear to God I’m not going to have sex with someone.”

She looked at him for a moment longer, then lost her composure and started laughing. “I’m sorry, Ethan. Teasing you is too much fun. I know you’re going on a date with Lorna and that you don’t intend to sleep with her specifically because of what you promised to me. Ember told me. I just couldn’t resist.”

He sighed softly. “Every woman in my life likes fucking with me,” he muttered.

“And fucking you,” she said, regaining her sly grin. “I think it’s fair.”

“I can’t disagree with that... uh, so about us... you free tomorrow night?” he asked.

She raised an eyebrow. “I certainly could be.”

“Okay. I have to crawl tomorrow, but I don’t know what that will entail. Barring any problems, I’ll come to see you.”

“That sounds fine to me,” she replied. “Now, I’m sure Lorna is dying to see you again, so I won’t keep you any longer. Although…”

“Although?”

“Could I have a kiss?”

“Oh. Uh. Yeah. Yes, definitely,” he replied, walking over to her.

She laughed. “You’re so shy. How are you this shy?”

“Mature attractive women intimidate me,” he replied.

“You’re sleeping with Kasumi, they can’t intimidate you that much,” she murmured, looking up into his eyes.

“Wait... do you know Kasumi?”

“Oh yes, we’ve crossed paths a few times, shared some meals together. She’s an intimidating woman. Now…”

She kissed him, and he felt that wonderful thrill of excitement pulse through him as their lips touched and they embraced. He held her and tilted his head a little, deepening the kiss and savoring the moment as it stretched on.

Lena was the first to pull away. She had her eyes closed and looked like she was savoring the experience.

“That was very nice,” she murmured, slowly opening her eyes. “Now, run along.”

He wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so he just nodded awkwardly and walked away with a stupid smile on his face.


Chapter Eighteen




Ethan had hoped that the door would be answered by Lorna, but instead he was met by, presumably, her father. He was tall, with a head of thinning dark hair, and a tired look in his eyes. Although most people had that.

“You’re Ethan?” he asked guardedly.

“I am,” Ethan replied. “I’m here to pick up Lorna.”

The man studied him for a moment, his face neutral, and finally he stepped out and closed the door behind him.

“I understand that you’re the reason my son is still alive, and very likely why my wife and I are still alive,” he said.

“Well, it was definitely a group effort, but I did have a hand in it, yes,” he replied.

“I’m also to understand you had a hand in my daughter joining the Crawlers?”

“Yes. My hand was a bit heavier there.”

“Mmm.”

“Yeah... might be kind of a wash in that regard. But if it helps, she was going to join the Crawlers no matter what, with or without my help. And it is an honor, doing what needs to be done to keep the bastion safe,” Ethan replied.

The man studied him inscrutably for a moment more, then sighed softly, his composure breaking just a little. He offered his hand. “My name is Jarrod. Thank you for what you did.”

Ethan shook his hand. “You’re welcome. But I’m feeling like there’s another shoe.”

“Lorna is my daughter. She’s... definitely tough, like her mother, but I’m never going to stop being protective of her. And you’re a stranger who has obviously caught her heart and handed her the most dangerous job I could think of. You’ll understand if I have mixed feelings about you,” he replied.

“I definitely understand,” Ethan said. He paused, considered how best to respond. Finally, he sighed. “I feel like anything I could say would make you want to react with ‘uh-huh, sure’. So the reality of the situation is, I’ll say my piece, and you’ll have to decide if you believe me or not.”

“I’m listening,” Jarrod replied.

“I don’t treat people or responsibilities lightly. I advocated for your daughter to join the Crawlers because I truly believed that she had the skills necessary to survive. I also warned her, multiple times, of the dangers. She convinced me that she understood the risk she was taking. When we’re out there on a mission together, I do make sure to watch out for her, since she has less experience, but she’s done well for herself so far. As for her heart…”

“I know you have at least one woman you’re with, I’m pretty sure I saw two,” he replied, crossing his arms.

“I’m in a relationship with two other women,” Ethan said, feeling weirder with each passing second. “And I don’t hide any aspect of my life from her. I told her this plainly. She knows. I intend to treat her with respect, and I have no intention of hurting her. I have no idea if it’s going to work out between us, but can anyone? If you want a promise from me that she won’t be hurt, either romantically or out crawling, I cannot offer that. Life is too unpredictable. All I can offer is that I will treat her as best I can.”

Lorna’s father looked at him for a long moment, then nodded. “All right. I can accept that. And I’m not going to stand here and pretend her joining the Crawlers hasn’t hugely and immediately benefited my family. And I can’t control her. She’s an adult, and she has to live her own life. But the last thing I’ll say is: if you do hurt her, I will come after you, and one of us will not walk away.”

“Understood,” Ethan replied.

Honestly, he could appreciate the sentiment. Shit, in twenty years, he was going to be in this guy’s shoes, and he’d be saying much the same.

If someone hurt one of his children, there wouldn’t be a force on Earth that would stop him.

“Okay then,” Jarrod said, nodding. “I’ll get out of your way. Good luck out there. I know how goddamned dangerous those tunnels are.”

“Thanks. We always need luck,” Ethan replied.

Jarrod stepped back inside and almost bumped into Lorna. He mostly closed the door. Ethan heard an intense but whispered conversation go on between the two for a moment, before Lorna emerged, smiling brightly at him.

“You’re here,” she said.

“I am here,” he replied. “Was that in question?”

“No! Just... this is a lot, is all. I mean, in a good way. I’m just nervous. You’re... a lot. You look really nice!”

“Thanks. So do you,” he replied.

She looked clean and beautiful, her hair brushed and down, framing her pretty, narrow face. She wore a black dress and black leggings.

“Thanks,” she murmured. She giggled suddenly, then frowned and cleared her throat. “Sorry... I’m sorry if I’m weird.”

“It’s fine. I’m kind of weird sometimes, too,” he replied, then offered his hand. “You want to walk to the Market? Get dinner?”

“Yes,” she replied, grinning and eagerly taking his hand.

They started walking out of the Pit.

“So, how are you feeling about Crawling so far?” he asked.

“It’s everything I hoped it would be! And feared,” she replied, immediately relaxing.

Interesting. She felt more at home with Crawling than she did going on a date with him. He wasn’t sure how to interpret that.

“How so?”

“It’s exhilarating and satisfying. I feel like I did something whenever I finish a crawl! Even if it was easy or a bust, it feels... significant. But it’s also just as terrifying as I thought it would be. I mean, having actually traversed the Vast to get here meant I at least knew what I was getting into. But still, it’s just... that shit with the Stingers was insane. I can’t believe you did that. I don’t know if I could’ve done that,” she said.

“It... was a very in-the-moment decision,” Ethan replied. “I sort of just did it, before I had time to really think about it.”

“How’d you know? That you could do it? That it wasn’t a suicide run?” she asked.

“I didn’t.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. That’s what I mean about ‘before I could really think about it’. Looking back... that was pretty damned dangerous, and stupid. I don’t regret it, but that’s because it worked out. You definitely need more experience before doing something like that.”

“I’m glad to leave you to the decision-making,” Lorna replied. “By the way, what’s the news with that guy? He’s still alive, right?”

“Yes. Checked on him about six hours ago, actually. He was still unconscious.”

“Hopefully he’ll be okay. And he’s not a piece of shit.”

Ethan laughed. “Yeah, it would suck if I went to all that trouble to save a serial killer or something.”

They came into the Marketplace, and he took her to the shop he’d been eyeing for a bit. They sold soup and sandwiches. They got their order and sat down together at a table beside the shack they were serving out of.

“You really like chicken, huh?” he asked.

“Yes! They didn’t have it where I grew up! I kept hearing about chicken, but there just were none! My dad said there was some kind of sickness that swept through the bastion when he was really young and it killed all the chickens. So, no chicken, no eggs. Sometimes the traders would bring some, but it was only the rich assholes who could afford it.” She shrugged and kept digging into her meal.

For a bit, Ethan felt unsure of what to talk about. They were eating now, but that wouldn’t last much longer. Meals tended to go fast, in his experience. Food and rest were caught when they could be. After a moment, it came to him.

Duh. This was a date. They were interested in each other. He needed to get to know her better.

“So, you said you were from a bastion called... uh... shit... Mercury, right?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied, smiling after she finished off her meal. “I’m surprised you remembered.”

“I’m decent about that. What was it like?”

She looked around. “Honestly, kind of like this. A little smaller. I think we had like... seven hundred people? Maybe eight hundred. Mushrooms were our thing. We had some caves that were a perfect condition to grow a bunch of different kinds of mushrooms quickly, I guess. People would come from all over to get our mushrooms.”

“Interesting. If you don’t mind me asking... why’d you leave? How far did you have to travel?” he asked.

She sighed, immediately losing her smile. “We had to travel about a week to get here. I’ve been telling people something different, but... basically some high-up security chief started coming onto my mom. Really aggressively. He didn’t care that she was married or not interested. It finally blew up. My dad beat the shit out of him when he actually grabbed my mom. Naturally, the authority took the asshole’s side just because he was popular and well-positioned. We basically had to run. They were going to jail my dad and probably my brother. So we grabbed our shit and left in a hurry.”

“Fuck. I’m sorry,” he replied. “Probably shouldn’t have asked.”

“No,” she said quickly. “It’s fine. We should know things about each other. I mean I am trying to get in your pants, and your home.” She shifted awkwardly in her chair. “Am I being weird?”

“I don’t think so. I think you’re nervous but that’s normal,” he replied.

“Well, that’s good, I guess. I’m not really... experienced. With this.”

“With... dating?” he asked.

“Yeah. Or, well, I mean, any of it. Romance. Relationships.”

He sat up a little straighter. “Now when you say inexperienced…”

“I mean, uh... I’ve never actually been in a relationship before. I went on a few dates when I was a little younger, but I kind of scared guys away. Because of the ‘wanting to be a Crawler’ thing. And I’m not into women. So…”

“You’ve been on a few dates and have never been in a relationship,” he said. “So does that mean you’re, um... that you’ve never had sex?”

“Yes,” she murmured.

“Oh.”

A moment of silence passed.

“Is that... bad? I was led to believe it was actually very good,” she asked.

“No, it’s… it isn’t bad. Or good, really. I mean it just is. It’s just that this whole thing is... there’s a bit more context to it now.”

“Context how?” she asked.

“Being someone’s first is... a little different. I mean if you do a bad job having sex with someone, well, that sucks, but if you fuck up someone’s first ever experience with sex? I mean, it can do some damage to how they view or feel about sex. Sorry, I’m not trying to freak you out or anything. Honestly it doesn’t really change anything, practically speaking. It’s just... in my experience, the first person you get intimate with sort of sets the standard against which you measure future relationships and encounters.”

“Oh. Well... hopefully there won’t be any future relationships,” she replied.

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. Why?”

“You hope that this relationship is the only relationship you have?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“That’s basically proposing marriage, Lorna.”

“I... guess it is.” She sighed. “I guess I should explain a little. I haven’t really cared about relationships or even sex before now. I mean I’ve been horny, sure, I’ve had crushes, definitely. For a while, I thought maybe something was wrong with me, but then my mom talked to me about, you know, all that stuff. And when I explained what I was feeling, she looked kind of relieved.

“Apparently, she’s basically the same way. She didn’t really care about romance or sex or any of it until she met my dad, and then it hit like a fucking cave-in. She said I might just not care at all about it, but it was very likely I’d meet a guy who would just crash into my awareness. And that’s you.”

“Really?” he asked.

“Yes. You’re amazing. I’m so into you. I want to be around you. I want to make love with you. I want to be with you. It’s incredibly distracting. This right now is amazing. Like actually just seeing you and talking with you; it’s amazing. I love it. I love this. I feel kind of stoned right now.”

“Uh... well, I know how you feel. That’s how I am about Ember, and I’m getting there with Kiva. Although this sounds really strong…”

“Is that worrying?” she asked. “I mean, I’m not going to go crazy and like burn down your home or anything. If it doesn’t work... it’ll hurt, a lot, but I can move on. I think you’re amazing, but you can’t be my whole life.”

Ethan let out a sigh of relief before he even realized it was coming. “That is extremely good to hear. I don’t want to be someone’s entire life. Even if I love them with all my heart and soul, and they feel the same way.”

“Like I said, I’m low maintenance,” she replied.

He frowned. “Well... don’t let that get in your way. If we do end up together, I want you to feel like you can talk to me about things, if you’re feeling neglected or angry or sad…”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” she replied. “I mean, thank you. That makes me really happy to hear. But I’m good about speaking up for myself.”

“Okay, good.” He looked around. “You want to walk around? See if there’s anything that catches your eye? I’ll buy you a present.”

“Oh wow.” She stood up. “Yes, I’d love that.”

He got up as well and they began walking around the Marketplace together.


Chapter Nineteen




“So... how’d your date go last night?” Kiva asked.

“Well, until the end,” Ethan replied.

They were making their way to Crawler HQ for another crawl through the Vast. After last night, he was feeling rested and ready for it. Now that she actually knew for a fact she could get pregnant, Kiva had been exceptionally demanding, and he’d crashed headlong into a lengthy, deep sleep after she and Ember had finished with him.

“What happened at the end?”

“She had forgotten that I told her the date wouldn’t end in sex. And I may have not only neglected to remind her, but flirted with her really heavily near the end,” he replied.

“Ethan.”

“I got caught up in the date, and I have a lot on my mind between crawling, the five women who are trying to get my attention, and moving to a new house,” he said.

“Okay, that’s fair,” Kiva replied. “Was she pissed?”

“More annoyed, and disappointed, but ultimately understanding. Especially when I explained to her that I needed to get my shot, or she needs to get her implant. She doesn’t want to get pregnant, at least not anytime soon. Not now that she’s begun her life as a Crawler.”

“Also a good point. I can give you the shot as soon as we’re both pregnant. Although you can’t have sex for a day.”

He sighed heavily. “Great.”

“I’ll just tap you out the night before, like I was trying to do last night.”

“Is that why you did all that?” he asked. “I think I came in you like five times.”

She laughed softly and blushed. “I... was feeling a particular way,” she murmured, looking around. They were almost at the Headquarters now. “But yes, some of it was that. I wanted to see if I could. Also, you won’t like getting the shot.”

He paused as they approached the main entrance. “It’s going to be in my dick, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I’m good with needles, though.”

He sighed. “Whatever. Worth it.”

She laughed. “That’s the spirit.”

They cycled through the security checkpoint and about the only solace that he took as they came into the main corridor was that it at least didn’t seem more chaotic than before. Although it quickly became obvious that something was off, because everyone was simply standing around, talking to each other and waiting.

“Hey!” Ethan called, getting everyone to shut up. “What the hell’s going on?”

“Donovan’s locked his office door and won’t answer,” Hertz replied. “We’re drawing straws to see who tries to break in.”

“Oh my fucking God,” Ethan muttered, moving forward through the crowd. “Look out, make a hole.”

He walked up to the door and put his ear to it. He couldn’t hear anything, but it was a pretty heavy door. He tried the handle. It was indeed locked. He banged on the door.

“Donovan! What are you doing in there!?” he yelled.

A pause. Nothing. He banged on the door even harder. It was quiet in the hallway now.

Ethan began to ask for someone to pick the lock when the door suddenly opened up, and Donovan appeared. “What the fuck are you all doing?” he muttered.

“We’re waiting for you. Are you all right?” Ethan asked, studying him.

He looked worse than ever, his eyes bloodshot and baggy, almost bruised, short hair a chaotic mess, graying stubble staining his face, his clothing rumpled.

“What? It’s…” Donovan checked his watch. Frowned deeper. Brought it closer to his face. “Aw fuck me, are you shitting me?” He sighed and rubbed at his eyes. “I’m fine,” he said, then cleared his throat. “I couldn’t sleep so I took some melatonin. Just hit me harder than I thought it would, apparently. Or I took too much, maybe.”

Ethan waved Kiva closer. “Captain, will you let Kiva look at you? And will you let Kasumi run things for today?”

“What? No. No fucking way, I’m–”

Ethan stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Donovan,” he said flatly, looking into his eyes, “you asked me to always keep the safety of the bastion in mind when performing my job as a Crawler. That’s what I’m doing right now. You are not in proper condition. You know Kasumi can do this. You know you need to take a real break. You keep pushing yourself and you’re going to have a fucking stroke or a heart attack. You aren’t young anymore, and you have a family.”

That seemed to break through to him. Donovan stared at Ethan for a long moment, then slowly shifted his gaze to Kiva, who was now standing nearby, and then looked between them at everyone else in the hallway.

He sighed heavily. “Yeah. All right. Fine. Kasumi, come here.”

Ethan turned and looked. He saw her standing at the head of the corridor. He felt a little bad about dumping the responsibility in her lap without even consulting her, but it was the only logical choice, and in moments like these, he knew she’d understand that sometimes you just had to step up. And this was one of those times.

She walked down the hallway briskly, and she didn’t seem upset. Though he doubted he’d be able to tell if she actually was.

“Show me what you need to show me,” she said.

He nodded. “Everyone, uh, start changing out. Kasumi will tell you what needs to be done in a little bit.”

The two of them disappeared into his office, closing the door behind him.

“Well...this isn’t what I expected when I woke up today,” Kiva muttered as she and Ethan waited outside Donovan’s door.

“Nope,” he agreed quietly.

The few minutes that passed seemed to take forever, but finally the door opened up and the two of them came back out.

“I can handle it, Donovan. You know that I can,” Kasumi said.

“I know. It isn’t you that’s got me... ugh, this is bullshit. You all are actually going out there and crawling. I’m just here filling out fucking paperwork…” He shook his head.

“Donovan, you put in over twenty years. You proved yourself a hundred times over. You earned being Captain and you continue to prove yourself,” Kasumi replied firmly. “And you apparently forgot one of the hard truths of life: find time to rest or your body will do it for you. There’s only so far we can go.”

He sighed heavily. “Yeah, and I’m fucking fifty-two now. Feel a lot older. Shit.”

“Come on, let me check your vitals,” Kiva said.

“All right. Fuck.” The two of them walked away and into the primary infirmary.

“Hope I didn’t just piss him off forever,” Ethan muttered.

“No. He’s angry, but mostly at himself,” Kasumi replied. “Once his head clears, he’ll probably thank you. I know he’ll respect you for doing that.”

“You saw that?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Sorry for speaking for you.”

“No, you made the right choice. There’s no one else that I believe could do this job. Your choice was logical, and you were brave to say it. Now, I need you to suit up because I’m sending you on a dangerous mission. Right now, I need to go in there and familiarize myself with the situation,” she replied.

He nodded. “I’ll get ready.”

Kasumi disappeared into Donovan’s office and Ethan headed for the locker room. He noted that the mood was subdued as he changed out. He also noted that Stark was indeed checking him out, and that he was having a hard time not doing the same.

She was stripped down to her panties and fuck was she fit…

No. Nope. Not doing this.

Ethan put that thought firmly away as he finished changing. There was too much going on and even if there wasn’t, he did believe that he needed to stop at Lorna. Even just casually. Because clearly, he was bad at casual sex.

Every single time he’d hooked up with a woman rolling through Refuge, he’d been intensely unhappy at her departure, even though he had gone into it knowing for a fact it was coming. It was like his emotions snuck up on him.

He finished getting his suit and armor on and headed back out. He saw Kiva and Donovan standing outside of the infirmary and walked over.

“I’ll come back tomorrow,” he said.

“Three days, Captain,” Kiva said firmly, and Ethan was impressed by how stern she looked. “I mean it. That is not a recommendation. Go home to your family and rest, Captain Donovan. Ethan was not over-exaggerating; you really might stress yourself into a heart attack if you keep this up. And then what? It’s three days or three weeks. Or forever if it kills you.”

“God-fucking-dammit,” he whispered. “Fine. You’re right... thank you.” He looked at Ethan, frowning, and Ethan prepared himself for the worst. His expression softened after a moment. “And thank you, for doing that. I imagine that couldn’t have been easy.” He chuckled softly. “Although I suppose you do take risks for a living.”

“That doesn’t necessarily make it easier,” Ethan replied. “And you’re welcome. And I hope you feel better.”

“Me too,” he muttered.

“Take the supplement. That also is not a recommendation,” Kiva said firmly.

“It’s basically weed,” he muttered, looking a thin vial of pills in his hand.

“It will relax you, Captain. And worst case scenario, if we have a genuine emergency and truly need you, you can take the pill to purge your system.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” He sighed heavily and shook his head. “Fuck getting old. All right, I’m going home for a proper rest. Good luck out there.”

“Good luck recovering,” Ethan replied.

They watched him go.

“So, how is he?” Ethan asked.

“Stressed. His vitals aren’t great, but nothing dangerous. He’s actually in great shape, which makes sense for a Crawler who took his health seriously,” she replied. “Three days’ rest should help him tremendously.”

“Good. We need him,” he muttered.

“I’m inclined to agree. I guess I should get changed.”

He nodded. “Yeah. I’ll be here waiting on Kasumi,” he replied.

Another few minutes passed with difficulty as he paced around, the others trickling back out into the corridor and waiting impatiently. Finally, Kasumi emerged. She was one hundred percent business as she began speaking.

“Hertz, Stark, Casten. Briefing Two. Ethan, Kiva, Ridge, Saxon, Eastmore, and Thatch, Briefing One.”

Ethan felt a stab of fear as he headed for the briefing room. He’d believed Kasumi that she was sending him on a dangerous mission, but the last time the team had been this big, it had been during the mission that had nearly gotten him killed.

Well, this was his life.

He and the others got settled in and as Kasumi fired up the projector and began pulling up the appropriate information, he saw that they seemed to be feeling about the same that he was. And, if anything, he was even more concerned when he took another look at Kasumi and realized that she did actually seem a little nervous.

Great, now what had happened?

“All right,” Kasumi said as she finished up, a map appearing on the screen. “This mission is extremely important. We need it done immediately and effectively. The hydroponic gardens have been long-suffering as use and time wore down parts. We’ve been having to make due for at least a year now and initially that’s all this mission was going to be. As of yesterday, though, the Governor informed Captain Donovan that a dangerous strain of fungus has infected some of the crops.

“They’ve begun isolating it as much as they can, but the reality of the situation is that it likely has already spread and will continue to do so. This is an aggressive and hostile fungus and, realistically, if we do not find the proper pesticide, we will lose at least ninety percent of our crop yield within the next two weeks. Obviously, this is unacceptable. If we didn’t face starvation, we’d certainly be facing riots. Now, here’s the good news.

“We have the location of an old hydroponics bay. According to the information we have on it, it’s well-stocked and should have what we need. But you all know exactly how valuable intel truly is in our line of work. Regardless, it’s worth the risk. It’s by far the most promising lead we have. Here’s the bad news...it’s in Husk territory.”

“Fuck,” Saxon muttered.

He saw Lorna pale slightly, and the other guy he wasn’t too familiar with, Eastmore, just grinned. Ethan felt some pause as he studied him. He seemed... off.

Wonderful.

“It’s also going to be a three-hour walk to get there,” Kasumi continued, adjusting the map. “The only real bit of good luck is that most of the journey passes through traditionally clear places, and you shouldn’t get lost getting there or back. I want you to gear up and grab anything you think you need. This will be a very hard fight. Go straight there, no stops unless it’s an emergency, and grab anything related to the pesticide.

“Even if it’s not there, there should be some crucial chemicals needed to help manufacture it. Once you have it, if at all possible, I want you to grab as many parts from the list as possible. But remember that the pesticide has absolute priority. Questions?” she asked, looking around the table.

There were a few basic ones, mostly about the Husks and the terrain, none of which produced anything particularly surprising.

Once they were finished with that, Kasumi wrapped up. “Ethan’s in charge of this one.”

“What?!” Eastmore asked immediately, sitting up in his chair. “Are you serious? The new kid? Look, I know you’re fucking him Kasumi, but–”

“Eastmore,” Kasumi said, and Ethan felt a chill run through him as he got his first real look at an angry Kasumi. “If you cannot handle this assignment as I have laid it out, then you will be excused from it and placed on a separate assignment. And I will be sure to personally let Captain Donovan know that you could not handle this.”

She leaned forward and continued when Eastmore tried to respond. “The fact that I’m having sex with Ethan has no bearing on my decision. Thatch and Saxon are too inexperienced to lead. Kiva and Ridge do not have the desire to lead. You are too insane to lead. Ethan has experience leading. So, tell me, Eastmore, can you do your job?”

Ethan glanced at the man. He looked caught somewhere between fear and anger. Rage, actually. He was staring hard at Kasumi.

“Yes,” he said finally, his voice almost a growl. “I can do my fucking job.”

“Good. I’m going to hold you to that answer, Eastmore. If I find out that you fucked this up when you come back, you will no longer be a Crawler.”

“Bullshit, you fuckers need me–”

Kasumi cut him off again. “I assure you, Eastmore, that as much as we may need your abilities as a Crawler, we will not tolerate sabotage. And make no mistake, that’s what this would be, if you intentionally fuck this up: sabotage. To do so on a mission of this level of importance would be a grave error, and you would be lucky not to be executed on the spot as a result. So bear that in mind.” Kasumi slowly straightened back up. “Now, anything else?”

Everyone, in one way or another, replied negatively.

“Good.” She slid two tactical tablets across the table to Ethan and Saxon. “This has all the relevant data on it. Go gear up. Ethan, please remain behind.”

He remained seated as everyone got up and exited the briefing room. He noted Eastmore shot him a particularly dark, hateful glance on his way out.

“I’m sorry about that, Ethan,” Kasumi said once they were alone. “He’s a problem and if I did not absolutely need the firepower, I would not have assigned him to this team.”

“I’m assuming he’s a great shot?” Ethan replied.

“He has amazing reflexes and yes, is an excellent shot. He excels at surviving difficult combat situations. It’s the only reason he’s still here. Honestly, Donovan was on his way to firing him before we ran into our staff shortage. That being said, if you truly don’t want him to go, I will defer to your judgment and call in one of the others. Unfortunately, I don’t want to do that. What do you want to do?”

Ethan considered it for a long moment. “He can stay,” he said finally. “I’m assuming we need Saxon on this?”

“Yes. He’s one of the foremost experts on hydroponics,” she replied. “He can identify exactly what we need.”

“Fair enough. And Lorna? You really think she’s up for this?”

Kasumi frowned. “I’ll admit that I’m gambling. Everything we do is a gamble, but I have a notion about her. My gut tells me that Lorna is going to be one of the best Crawlers we’ve ever seen, just like you. Her instincts are phenomenal, and her survival skills are fantastic. Really, it’s just a matter of experience separating her from me. If you think she isn’t ready, I’ll send her with the other team.”

He sighed heavily. “I have a similar notion about her... fuck. I’m going to trust your judgment.”

“I appreciate it. You are up for this, Ethan. I believe that. I believe that you can do this. But... please, please don’t take any unnecessary risks. Not unless you absolutely must. We need you right now. This bastion needs you. Donovan was right about that.”

He got to his feet. “I’ll get the job done.”

“Good. Stay in contact as long as you can. If you aren’t back in eight hours, I’ll be leading a backup force to come and get you,” she said.

“Good to know,” he replied, and began heading for the exit.

“Wait,” Kasumi said, standing.

He paused, turning to look at her. “Yeah?”

“Give me a kiss. For good luck.”

Despite everything, he found himself smiling. Ethan walked over to her, embraced her, kissed her. It was a long, passionate, deeply pleasant kiss.

“Good luck out there,” she said quietly.

Ethan nodded, kissed her once more, then headed for the exit.


Chapter Twenty




Ethan raised his fist and then grasped his rifle.

He waited. Listened. Watched.

Something was up ahead.

Seconds ticked by like pebbles dropped down a deep pit, vanishing into a still darkness. Probing for something lurking in the deeper darkness.

Finally, he said, “Kiva.”

She shifted forward and came to stand beside him. “What is it?”

“I’m certain I heard something up ahead. I want you to watch my back while I check it out,” he replied.

“Understood.”

He looked back at the others, gathered in a loose knot ten feet back down the tunnel they had been traversing for the better part of an hour now. “Wait here.”

They set off, creeping forward, stopping every few feet to listen. Ethan wasn’t willing to risk anymore than he had to. So far, the mission had gone well. They’d made it about two thirds of the way there with little conversation and only a handful of encounters. A pack of Strays, a few Mantises, and, just recently, a few Husks.

All of which had been dispatched with brisk efficiency, but Ethan was getting more paranoid that another shoe was preparing to come down like a hammer on them. And he was nervous about this team. Ridge and Kiva were completely solid. He trusted them both with his life. Saxon and Lorna, though…

He’d trust Lorna with his life, but she still needed experience. Saxon was a liability, but that wasn’t news.

Truly, it was Eastmore that was making him nervous.

He’d barely said anything the entire trip and it was obvious that he was increasingly pissed off. That might be nothing, sometimes you were just in a shit mood and there was nothing you could do to shake it, but the man was giving him bad vibes. So far, he had indeed proven himself an excellent warrior, but he seemed way too on edge.

But they were most of the way to their destination, and he just had to keep the group together long enough to get the job done.

The tunnel ahead suddenly opened up as they came around a sharp curve. Ethan hesitated, waited for his senses to tell him anything useful and, when they didn’t, walked up to the threshold. He and Kiva crouched there at the edge of a vast cavern and stared.

“Holy shit,” Ethan muttered softly. “What is all this?”

“A battlefield,” Kiva murmured. “An old one. I’ve come across these before.”

Ethan had questions but for a moment, all he could do was stare.

The tunnel let onto a tiny plateau that gave a great view of the cavern beyond. Some fifteen feet down, spread out across a vast field of rocks and earth and stalagmites, were dozens of small, mostly destroyed structures, most of them little bigger than his living room. Mixed among these structures were hundreds of corpses and a huge scattering of debris, as well a few dozen vehicles. Assault vehicles. And he saw several deactivated Death Bots mixed in.

Slowly, Ethan walked forward. The remains of an old, rusted workstation and a guard platform perched nearby. He came to stand beside the platform, just staring. It felt huge. All of this felt huge. He thought the cavern might rival Wayport in size.

He got a vague sense of what might have happened, however long ago the battle had taken place. It seemed that this cavern was being used as some kind of outpost, and an enemy force had come crashing in from the far right side, sweeping across the structures like a tide of death. It seemed like everything left standing was riddled with bullet holes.

“I wonder what they were fighting about,” he muttered.

“The same thing we always fight about, when you dig down a few layers,” Kiva said quietly, standing beside him.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“Power. It’s always about power. Taking it or maintaining it. That’s why we live down here. That’s why we live beneath the ashes of the old world.”

“You don’t think any war was ever just?” he asked.

She sighed. “It’s a little more complicated than that. Certainly there were wars fought against evil men and women, doing evil things. People who had to be stopped. And for a lot of the poor bastards who grabbed a gun and threw themselves into the blood and the dust, that really was what they were fighting for. But at the top, it was always the same. Old rich assholes conning the young and the desperate to kill each other so they could make a profit or keep what they already had. Always been that way. Probably always will be. Ask Kasumi, she’s studied history more than I have. She knows. And she’ll tell you the same thing.”

“So... we’re just fucked? As a species?” he asked.

She gave her head a little shake as she kept staring out at the debris field. “Maybe. We’re still alive after a few hundred thousand years. Even after we destroyed everything up there, we’re still alive. I’d like to believe we can figure it out, but I doubt it.”

“Why?”

“It’s too easy to fuck up, and it’s in the nature of too many of us to fuck it up. Kindness isn’t the default for everyone.”

He frowned, still looking out over the chaotic mess. “If you believe that, then why do you want to have kids?”

“Because I believe in us, Ethan. And because I love you,” she replied.

He looked over at her. She looked over at him, startled.

“Shit,” she said. “I... that kind of just came out. Oh wow, this is a terrible time for that.”

“I love you too, Kiva,” he replied.

For another moment, they stared at each other. He was the first one to look away, returning his attention to the ancient battlefield. She was right, this was a terrible time for this conversation. He hadn’t even fully realized that he did love her, and from her reaction, Kiva was in much the same boat. He knew that he was well on his way to it. Even from the first time they met, he could tell she was someone special.

Their connection was immediate and obvious, but he was beginning to realize that the things the older people in his old life had told him about love, about how it kind of snuck up on you and how it was a thing you just knew…

It was true.

He loved Ember, and he loved Kiva.

It probably should have been very obvious to him from the moment he knew that he was trying to get her pregnant, but in their defense, it had been an extremely busy time just recently.

“We’ll discuss it more when we get back,” he said finally.

“Yes,” Kiva agreed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to just–”

“Kiva, I’m not mad. I’m actually ridiculously happy. But we need to focus.”

“We do... I don’t see any movement,” she said, her professional tone returning.

“Neither do I, but something smells off. And I definitely heard something... go bring the others forward. We need to get through this place regardless.”

“Check.”

She headed back. Ethan continued studying the wrecked ruins. It occurred to him that he was frequently hearing small noises out here in the Vast, but on the heels of that thought was another. He was pretty much always right. He heard things and mostly it turned out to be something that wanted to kill him lurking somewhere nearby.

“I hate being right so often,” he muttered.

Before long, the others came up and joined him. They all let out their own quiet murmurings of surprise and appreciation for the sheer spectacle of the old battlefield that laid spread out before them. Truly, it was a great view, a kind of ruined beauty, a poignant tragedy written in cracked bones and twisted metal, salted with the dust of the dead.

These people had fought and died here decades ago and here they would remain for decades more. Centuries. Longer even. Until they were just nothing. No doubt they’d all had hopes and dreams and convictions, and in the end, what did it matter?

It left them lying on the ground of a forgotten cave, beneath the ashen surface of a dead world, forgotten by everyone.

Ethan shook off the desolate thoughts and focused up.

“We’re going to head down there and move through that path, there,” he said, pointing to what seemed to be the only obvious path through the chaos. “I think something’s in here with us, but I can’t be sure. Watch the shadows and keep your ears open. That path should just about let out at the next tunnel we need, if the map’s correct.”

He led them down a natural ramp that deposited them at the edge of the battleground.

The group moved in silence, no one speaking as they walked among the dead, old brittle bone fragments and spent shell casings crunching under their heavy boots. They walked along a row of shacks that, Ethan realized with a start, were sleeping quarters. They were barely the size of his bedroom and they had racked rows of sleeping cots attached to the walls, three to a row. There looked to be barely enough room to sleep in there, let alone anything else.

They reached the rough pathway through the debris. Ethan took point, rifle at the ready, all his lights on maximum. He studied what lay before him, cautious for signs of Husks. They’d run into two groups in the past twenty minutes before arriving here. They were either at the edge of their territory or already within it.

He saw nothing, but the smell was worse now.

With no obvious reason not to, Ethan set off and led them into the field of old death.

He’d been doing research on the things in the Vast that he might run into. Crawler HQ had pretty good files in their database. Perusing it had taught him that, although he’d spent a year crawling and had seen and heard of a number of dangerous, lethal, and outright strange things, he clearly had only seen a fraction of what was really out there.

Husks weren’t all that strange and certainly they weren’t all that difficult to deal with. It was the variants that caused real problems. Some of them had evolved into particularly deadly variations, and consistently enough that they had names and facts.

He was not looking forward to the day he ran into a Butcher. Or a Reaper.

Despite everything, Ethan found his thoughts drifting back to Kiva. And being in love with her. Hearing her say those words, being able to speak them himself. Even during that initial mission to save her, he could tell she was strong and competent. And every moment they spent together since had only reinforced this fact.

She might already be pregnant…

Ethan forced the thought out. He was going to get himself killed if he kept his head in the fucking clouds…

Where had that phrase come from? Why clouds?

He pushed that thought aside as well and came down on himself with an iron will.

Focus or die, it was that simple.

He led them between a long row of shacks, most of which were collapsed or damaged beyond repair, and a row of assault vehicles. They were simple things with heavy treads and mounted weapons, a lot of them stripped for parts. The natural scavenger in him kept wanting to stop and go look for useful things, but that wasn’t why they were here.

He’d made it about half the length of the vast cavern without incident when the rising sense of tension in his gut finally reached a boiling point. Ethan held up his fist again, positive something was going on. Little sounds had been coming to him, but he couldn’t tell if they were the team or something else among the ruins. The strange, cloying reek was worse than ever.

“Anyone see anything?” he asked as he checked his immediate area.

People began reporting back negative when Eastmore said, “Movement. Three o’clock.”

Ethan immediately turned in that direction. A clutch of destroyed assault vehicles lay in a random scattering. He waited, staring, playing his flashlight slowly across the rusted vehicles.

Something shifted, just out of sight, disappearing behind one of the wrecks.

“I saw it,” Ethan said.

He was tempted to go after it, to see precisely what they were dealing with, but that just felt like a trap. While he was deliberating about that and was just beginning to make up his mind to have them press on more quickly, something else shifted behind him.

Spinning around, he found himself staring at a tall, cadaverous thing wrapped in papery, decayed flesh. It was staring at him with wide, blank black eyes from between two of the more intact shacks.

As he snapped his rifle up, it suddenly cut loose with a piercing shriek. Ethan felt a wave of pain slam into his head as the sound nearly ruptured his eardrums. It was moving, he saw though squinted eyes, coming for him.

Claws caked in blood and dirt were raising as it continued shrieking and ran for him. He fired, putting three shots into its big mouth and blowing out the back of its head in a spray of pulped gore. It dropped into a heap of long limbs, the life blasted messily out of it in an instant, but the piercing shriek echoed through the area.

All at once, the cavern came to savage life, like a great, lethal beast roused aggressively from a light slumber.

“Go!” Ethan shouted, snapping his barrel towards another figure as it hopped up onto the top of a shack.

A Husk. He blew its head off with two well placed shots, but another replaced it almost immediately. He killed that one, too, and began running.

“Get to the tunnel! Go!” he screamed.

There were Husks everywhere, seemingly coming out of every surface.

This had been a trap, he realized with a cold clarity that shocked him to his core. They had been waiting for them, hiding among the old battlefield. Already he could hear dozens of inhuman voices, yelling and roaring and screaming.

The group opened fire as they ran, and the chaos consumed them all.

Before he’d even made it a dozen steps, Ethan could see that they were closing in from all sides, specifically dead ahead of them. He snatched a grenade from his belt and called out as he activated it and hurled it into the densest cluster of Husks that were gathering ahead. He threw himself into cover as fast as he could, stepping between another pair of shacks to shield him from the blast and jamming the barrel of his gun into the mouth of a screaming Husk that was awaiting him.

He blew half its head away and then planted his boot firmly against its chest, shoving its corpse away as a concussive blast of force pulsed through the area and rattled his bones. Several things hit the other side of the shed he stood against with horrible wet cracking sounds and then he hurried back into the central pathway.

A smoking confusion of several dozen blackened limbs and shredded torsos now lay scattered ahead of them.

“Go!” he yelled, doing a quick headcount of the others.

He saw Ridge and Kiva wielding their rifles, taking shot after shot with a cold precision. He saw Lorna hastily reloading. Eastmore was dual wielding pistols now, firing wildly into the Husks as they scrambled over and around the debris to get at him.

And then he saw Saxon.

He tripped, screamed, his gun flying from his hands, and one of the Husks leaped onto him and drove its long, dirty claws directly into his shoulder.

Blood sprayed. Saxon screamed.


Chapter Twenty-One




“Saxon’s down!” Ethan screamed as he aimed and fired, putting a round through the head of the creature atop the downed technician.

He rushed over, yelling for Ridge as he popped more shots into the Husks that were nearest, scrambling closer to get at the easy meat. He dropped half a dozen of them before making it to Saxon and taking a quick look at him.

A hurried assessment revealed that he probably wouldn’t bleed out before they could get it dealt with, but that was a big if right now.

“Keep pressure on it!” Ethan snapped as he emptied his magazine putting down even more of the Husks.

Saxon growled something as he pressed his hand over the wound and screamed. Ridge appeared beside them.

“Reload!” Ethan snapped, hastily reloading as Ridge picked up the slack for a few seconds and fired on the encroaching Husks. As soon as he’d slapped a fresh magazine in, he got back to firing on them. “Grab him and run!”

“Check!” Ridge replied, leaning down and scooping the scrawny tech up as if he weighed nothing at all.

From there, they ran, Ridge barreling forward. He saw the others ahead of them, trying to keep the way clear. This was really getting out of hand.

“Move!” he snapped, pushing himself harder as more and more Husks came at them from every direction.

Ethan glanced behind him and cursed sharply. There had to be fifty of the fucking things along the path now, coalescing into a huge hoard that was going to catch them. Well, it had worked once...he grabbed a second grenade, called out a warning, and then primed and tossed it over his shoulder. He kept running, pushing himself harder, quickly catching up to Ridge.

When the blast came, it knocked him over. He hit the ground with a wheeze and saw Ridge pause, begin to turn back.

“Don’t stop!” he snapped, gasping for air. “Go!”

Ridge hesitated only for a split second, then kept running, Saxon over his shoulder, yelling the whole time as he tried to keep pressure on his wound. He heard Kiva call his name from farther along. He could see the rest of them past Ridge. They’d cleared the debris field and were trying to hold the line.

Ethan forced himself back up and focused solely on running his ass off.

He pounded down the pathway, leaping over corpses, trying not to trip again. He’d taken out a good two dozen of the awful creatures with the grenade, but there were still yet more coming. He ran for all he was worth, panting, and finally managed to catch up with Ridge and the others. And then they were all running again.

He could actually see the tunnel they were supposed to get down.

Luck finally had found them: nothing waited for them in the tunnel.

As they reached it, a plan formed in his head.

“Kiva, patch up Saxon! Lorna, cover the tunnel! Eastmore, Ridge, with me! Hold them off!” he screamed. “We’re making our stand here!”

They couldn’t keep running, they had to eliminate this threat here and now or the things would run them ragged until they collapsed from exhaustion. Or, possibly, right into yet another trap farther down the passage.

Ridge dropped off Saxon and then slung his rifle. As he joined Ethan and Eastmore at the mouth of the tunnel, he pulled a heavy machine gun he’d been carrying on his back into play. Eastmore had his rifle again. Ethan grabbed his own, switching to full auto, and took aim.

The three men cut loose.

A barrage of red-hot, screaming metal death unleashed on the living wave of Husks. The effect was immediate, savage, and bloody. They weren’t particularly well-built and consequently, the bullets picked them up and hurled them backwards, often taking off limbs in the process. Ethan screamed a warcry of primal fury as he unloaded his entire magazine on the monstrous things. Ridge’s massive gun kept on pumping out bullets even as both Ethan and Eastmore had to reload.

More and more of the creatures came but they were pulped, chopped, and shredded as fast as they appeared.

Ethan ran through another four magazines before they finally managed to stem the tide of death.

Ears ringing, he had to use his hands to get the other’s attention, indicating to them that they should stay put and guard against any other attacks. Eastmore had a worryingly vacant look in his eyes, but it began to clear as he begrudgingly acknowledged the command.

Turning back, Ethan hurried over to Kiva and Saxon, taking quick stock of the situation. Kiva was in the process of finishing up, sealing the wound with a bandage.

“How is it?” he asked, looking at Lorna. She still stood guard, her back to them, and it seemed like there was nothing waiting for them deeper into the tunnel.

That might not keep, though.

“I can barely move my fucking arm!” Saxon snarled, pale and sweaty.

“It’s bad, but he’ll live,” Kiva replied. “He’s got some nerve damage. We need to get him back soon or it could be permanent.”

“How soon is soon?” Ethan asked. “Are we talking an hour or a day?”

“I don’t know,” Kiva admitted. “Certainly not more than twelve hours. But between now and then? Impossible to tell. We have to get him more healing stimulant. I used all I had and that was it. There’s a ration on it.”

“Motherfuckers,” Saxon growled.

“Can you walk?” Ethan asked.

“Yeah,” he grunted. “Just...let me rest.”

“We can’t,” Ethan replied. “We have to keep moving. Kiva?”

“He’s physically capable of walking but he really should be resting. But Ethan’s right, we can’t afford to wait, there’s probably more coming,” she replied.

“Fuck me...all right, get me up,” Saxon said through grit teeth.

“How we doing, Ridge?” Ethan asked as he and Kiva helped him up.

“Clear still,” Ridge replied.

“Lorna?” he asked.

“Nothing on my end,” she replied.

“Okay. One minute.”

As soon as they were sure Saxon was good and Kiva had repacked her medical kit, Ethan gave the go-ahead, and they continued their journey into the cold darkness.
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Ethan growled as he pumped another round into a twitching Husk’s head.

He waited, scanning the cave for more of them, and after a long moment, relaxed.

It had been a bad time since the initial attack. What should have been an hour-long walk had turned into two at this point.

“How we doing, Saxon?” Ethan asked as he reloaded.

“Not dead yet,” he grunted. He was slurring a little bit because Kiva had finally given him a painkiller and a mild sedative because he’d begun freaking out about an hour ago when another Husk had got the drop on him.

“Keep it that way. We’re almost there.”

“Hooray, we’re almost halfway done with this fucking nightmare,” Saxon muttered.

Ethan paused to take stock of everyone. Kiva and Ridge were both holding up very well. Ridge had been given the exclusive job of keeping Saxon alive, and he’d been performing his duty admirably. Lorna was showing some obvious wear and tear, and Eastmore was getting twitchy. Not great signs, and it wasn’t like they could easily just go back.

They were committed to this.

But they were almost to the hydroponics facility.

He did a quick ammo check and frowned. One magazine in his rifle and two left on standby. He was still pretty good for his sidearm, but it wasn’t a great place to be considering they hadn’t even gotten to where they were going yet.

They crossed the cave, checking any potential hiding spots along the way, and found another low passage.

“This should be the last one. Just a few hundred more feet,” he said.

“Thank fucking shit,” Saxon muttered.

They took up proper positioning and he continued to lead them along. He found it interesting, how much farther he felt like he could go. It seemed crazy to him, but he was really beginning to see how endurance really was mental. Not completely, he did have a hard limit, but he still felt pretty decent because he knew he still had so far to go. If he was on his way back right now, the trip that much shorter, he’d probably be dying to wrap it up.

Something growled up ahead.

“Goddamnit,” he muttered, taking aim and slowing.

A moment later, a pair of Husks walked into view. He popped both their skulls with quick shots, dropping them like rocks, waited a few seconds longer, then kept walking. There were so many of these fucking things, and he was getting sick of it.

He knew he should be grateful. They were probably one of the least dangerous of the Vast monsters, it was just that their abundance that made them such a massive pain in the ass.

Ethan turned around another bend in the tunnel and then stopped as he saw that it terminated abruptly in a metal door fit into the wall.

“I think we’re here,” he said. “Wait right here. I’m going in. Kiva, cover.”

“Got it,” she replied.

Ethan stepped up to the door and investigated it for a bit. He found it sealed firmly and fairly solid. Beside it was an old, dusty control panel. He pushed a button experimentally. Nothing happened. Finally, he turned back.

“Get Saxon up here,” he said.

Ridge appeared, helping the bitter technician along.

“What?” Saxon asked. “Is this a door? What the fuck?”

“Get it open,” Ethan replied.

“Um…” He looked at it for a long moment. “How?”

Ethan sighed heavily. “Here, turn around,” he muttered, going into his pack and digging around until he found a mobile power unit and a toolkit. “Might need to give him a stimulant.”

“I don’t know, I kind of like this,” Saxon replied.

“Shut up,” Ethan said absently as he cracked open the kit and began getting the panel off.

He knew enough that he managed to get it off and get the battery hooked up to it without much trouble. He called Kiva up and had her cover the door, then opened it. It slid open surprisingly smoothly and revealed a small, dark room.

The lights showed nothing, just a vacant metal room with another door. They went inside and, after clearing it thoroughly, repeated the process. This time, the door opened onto a larger room. Ethan went first, playing his light across the chilled, dusty interior. The walls were lined with shelves and the shelves were packed with crates.

“Holy shit, I think this might be it,” he whispered.

“Good sign at least,” Ridge muttered.

They did a quick sweep and found nothing lurking. “Okay, get everyone in here and get started searching these crates. Lorna, you’re with me.”

“What are we doing?” she asked as he led her across the room to the only other door.

“Sweeping the rest of the facility,” he replied.

“Great,” she muttered. He glanced at her. She straightened up a little. “I mean, I’m ready.”

“If you want to stay here, I can get someone else,” he said.

“No, I can handle this,” she replied.

Ethan considered it. She was pale and sweaty, but she wasn’t showing any of the bad signs of too much stress. No shaking yet, no wandering eyes, like she couldn’t focus, no muttering. He nodded and opened the door. This one was more old-fashioned, with a handle and everything. It squealed as he pushed it open, and he resisted the urge to curse.

He waited, peering into the corridor beyond, and then carefully stepped out.

There were a few more doors in the hallway, most of them open. He and Lorna got to work, letting the others do their own job and closing the door most of the way behind him. They began checking out the rooms, working silently. The first was an office that was in a state of chaotic disarray, a skeleton with half his head blown off in a pile on the floor beside the desk, an old brown stain on the wall from the blood.

They moved on and found another storeroom, this one empty, a bathroom, a small infirmary that he made a note to double-check thoroughly for supplies, and finally they came to a hallway that granted access to a row of small bunkrooms.

Everything was in roughly the same state as the initial office. There were more old bodies, more blood, more mess strewn everywhere.

“I think someone came through here and killed everyone a long, long time ago,” he muttered as he poked through one of the last bunkrooms. “Maybe it was the same thing as that battle.”

“Maybe,” Lorna murmured.

He glanced at her. “You doing all right?”

“I’m fine,” she replied.

He looked at her more closely. “Lorna, it’s all right if you aren’t all right. I mean, I still need you to do your job, but I’m not going to try to get you fired or punish you because you’re freaking out a little.”

She looked at him for a long moment, then let out a long exhale. “This is a lot,” she admitted.

“I know, and I’m sorry you had to come on this mission. If we didn’t absolutely need you–”

“I understand. I’m not upset with anyone. You were very honest about what I was signing up for. And you–”

“Shh,” he whispered sharply, raising a hand.

Lorna stopped speaking, raising her weapon and looking around. Ethan listened for a moment, then stepped up to the doorway, back out into the hall. He heard something.

And it wasn’t coming from the direction they’d come from.

It was coming from the way yet gone.

He motioned for Lorna to follow him and moved to the end of the hallway where, mercifully, the door was open. It let into a transitory room. One door to the right led to Control, while the other to the left led to Hydroponics.

Ethan froze as he spied something.

In the dust on the floor, footprints.

Nonhuman footprints.

Big, nonhuman footprints.

They were leading into Hydroponics, and they looked recent.

He faced that direction slowly, raising his weapon, then hesitated. There was a really, really good chance that there was some crucial tech in there. Maybe even the pesticide. He couldn’t risk a firefight in there. And he couldn’t just leave it.

He looked at Lorna. A plan came together in his mind.

“You are going to stand right here,” he whispered, pointing at the corner between the door they’d just come through and the door to Hydroponics. “And you are going to get that double-barrel shotgun out. And you’re going to wait.”

“Why?” she whispered, her fear mounting.

“Because something’s in there, and I need to lure it out. So, I’ll go in, get it to chase me, and lure it out. When we go by, you fucking blast it. Give it both barrels right in the back. Understand?”

“Can’t we go get someone else for backup?” she whispered.

Ethan began to respond but then heard a sound. Something was knocked off a table or a chair and landed with a clatter.

“Do as I say, now, that’s an order,” he replied.

She nodded, drawing her weapon and crouching in the corner.

Ethan switched to his pistol and stepped cautiously up to the doorway. He found himself staring into a long room that stretched away from him. A path lay right down the middle, with rows of tables encased in glass, presided over by racked, dead light tubes. The place was dark and confusing, the glass catching the light and playing it around a hundred different ways.

Well fuck. This was going to be dangerous.

Ethan headed into the room. He took a few cautious steps, ready to bolt at the drop of a hat. What the hell could it be? It had to be a Husk, but it was definitely bigger than the normal ones. Maybe it was a Shrieker. That wouldn’t be so terrible. He’d found out back at the battlefield that the noisy bastards went down easily enough.

But maybe it was a Reaper.

Ethan continued moving slowly between the rows of tables. He could see dirt within them, and the extremely faint remains of the plants that had once grown there. A lot of the glass had been broken and it crunched underfoot.

He could see the huge, heavy footprints still.

He was following them.

Ethan froze as he heard something, a distinctive shifting sound. He played the flashlights slowly across the area. There were more rows of tables beyond the initial two, and walls of heavy metal beyond them. He could envision technicians in clean suits and masks moving among the plants, tending to them, adjusting technology, growing the food that sustained them.

He took a few more steps forward, glass shards snapping beneath him, and saw that some dozen paces ahead, the footprints veered to the right. Freezing up again, he took aim with his pistol. Maybe he could do it. Maybe he could just kill the thing here and now. Maybe he could–

Holy fuck. There it was.

He saw it shift, mostly hidden by a large stack of crates someone had placed haphazardly between the rows to his right. The top of its head poked up over the crates. Fucking shit it had to be eight feet tall. He could hear it breathing, he realized, so very faintly. It was waiting for him to get closer. This was it; he could do this.

Ethan took aim at the little bit of its skull sticking up over the top of the crate stack. Moment of truth.

He pulled the trigger.

Everything seemed to happen at once.

There was a bright flash, and he saw a spray of blood paint the ceiling.

The crates were sent flying.

Glass shattered.

The beast roared.

Then it was coming for him, a fury of long limbs crashing through the tables, stumbling and staggering around, but definitely coming his way.

Ethan fired off two more shots, missing both, then turned and ran. He ran for all he was worth, the doorway he’d initially come in through seeming horrifically far now. He kept running, slipped, almost fell, caught himself, and then pressed on relentlessly. Behind him, the beast raged. He hadn’t even properly seen it yet, but he could feel its malevolent presence closing in. All that mattered was reaching the doorway.

The feet seemed like miles, but finally he crashed through and then kept running.

Again, everything seemed to happen at once.

The Reaper bellowed.

A shotgun blast filled the air.

He was vaguely aware of running footsteps and shouted questions getting closer.

Lorna screamed.

And then it felt like the whole world was pressing in on him as something crashed into his back and this time he did go down. Halfway into the next room he smashed to the floor and began to be crushed beneath the immense weight of the Reaper.

He could feel it still moving, could feel long, thin, and horrifyingly strong fingers begin to wrap around his arm and apply pressure.

He thought: So this is how I die.

And then a gunshot, horrifically close, blew out his hearing and he felt something wet and hot spray the back of his head and neck, and the awful reek of tainted blood became overpowering. Ethan fought to get it off of him, struggling, and then suddenly the weight was lifted, and there were hands on him, checking him over.

“Ethan, stop moving!” he heard Kiva snap.

“I’m fine,” he replied.

“Holy shit, this thing is huge,” he heard someone say.

Another long moment passed and finally Kiva sighed with relief. “Yes, you’re fine. Now hold still, I need to clean this off you. God, it’s everywhere.”

“I had to kill it,” Lorna said.

“You saved my ass,” Ethan replied, sitting up and then letting Kiva clean him off. “All right, everyone back to work,” he added when he saw that everyone had come running.

The rest of the group filed out of the room until it was just him and Kiva and Lorna. She finished up and then they looked at the dead Reaper. It was a massive beast, but its frame was deceptive. It looked almost scrawny, long limbs seemingly weak. But they ended in claws, and its misshapen skull was closer to that of a Stray than a human, and its flesh was a pale, pale gray-green.

“Now what?” Lorna murmured.

“Now we finish securing this area, hope there’s nothing else, and then find everything we can find. And quickly, too,” Ethan replied.

They got back to work.


Chapter Twenty-Two




“Are we almost there? For God’s sake, tell me we’re almost there,” Saxon complained.

“We’re almost there,” Ethan replied.

“Oh thank fuck, my arm is killing me,” he groaned.

“Can you shut the fuck up about it?” Eastmore replied.

“Piss off,” Saxon grumbled.

“What was that, motherfucker?” Eastmore demanded.

“Hey! Knock it the fuck off!” Ethan snapped, and then tried to keep the surprise off his face when he realized how intense and enraged he sounded. “We’re almost there, so just shut the hell up.”

No one responded, which was fine by him.

Everyone was irritable and Saxon wasn’t helping, not that Ethan could blame him. They’d had to give him a stimulant to get him focused enough to do his job and make sure they had what they needed. Luck and mercy had found them, though, after that battle with the Reaper.

They had found the pesticide, exactly the type they needed, and a good quantity of it, as well as a number of others, and some crucial technical components that would give their own hydroponics bay a much-needed overhaul and tune up.

The best thing of all though, at least that’s how they felt about it given what had happened on the way there, was that they hardly ran into anymore Husks. Apparently, they’d either wiped them out or scared the others off in that big battle. The walk had been long and happily dull. Unfortunately, they hadn’t been able to give Saxon anymore sedative because they couldn’t have been sure about the threats they might be facing on the way back.

And by now, his painkillers had worn off.

“Oh thank fucking God,” Lorna whispered as finally emerged in the Passageway.

Ethan very nearly echoed the sentiment. They picked up the pace, moving down the broad, comfortably lit Passageway until they finally made it to the front wall that kept the bastion safe. The doors opened up before they actually arrived and Kasumi and Xander were there waiting for them with a small contingent of security. Ethan had managed to contact Kasumi with the radio some fifteen minutes ago to give her the good news.

“You have it?” she asked.

“Yes,” he replied, shrugging out of his pack and dropping into a crouch. He groaned, his body protesting.

“Are you all right?” Kasumi asked.

“I’m not,” Saxon growled.

“Come on, to the infirmary, right now,” Kiva said, leading him off.

Ethan pulled out the pesticide and passed it to Kasumi, who studied it for a moment, and then gave it to Xander. “Get it to the hydroponics bay now.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, accepting it and securing it in a satchel, then walking off with his small contingent of guards.

“We’ve got more parts, useful ones,” Ethan said.

“Come with me,” Kasumi replied.

He straightened up and pulled his pack back on, then followed her the short distance to the Headquarters. He wanted to be home after all that. He wanted to talk more with Kiva after what they’d said to each other. But there were things to do first.

They all spent the next quarter hour working through the motions of turning their gear back into the armory and then changing back into their civilian attire. He and Kiva took the opportunity to grab a shower together near the back of the shower area.

They hung up their towels and then slipped into a stall. They let the hot water wash over them for several long moments, enjoying the simple but intense pleasure of that sensation and of being in close proximity to each other.

At some point he embraced her, and she immediately hugged him back. He held her for a time, then slowly turned her around and hugged her from behind, settling his hands on her stomach. He could almost feel her smiling as she settled her hands over the back of his own.

“I want to make you a mother,” he murmured in her ear.

She exhaled sharply and shuddered in a primal response to his words. “I want that, too. I want it so bad. It came on all at once,” she replied softly. “I’ve always known I’ve wanted children, and sometimes the desire would come on more intensely.” She chuckled. “Some of the women I ran into called it getting ‘baby crazy’, and I had it a little, but never like this. I want to be the mother of your children...well, one of the mothers.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” he said. “I love you.”

She shivered again and exhaled even harder. “I love you, too,” she whispered.

And then she twisted in his grasp and kissed him.

Sometime later, they dried and dressed with a quiet satisfaction and a sedate, comfortable companionship.

“You have a lot of bruises,” she said as they finished lacing up their boots.

“Yeah,” he replied. “That thing really jumped on me hard. I got lucky.”

“We all did, that time,” she murmured.

“You okay?”

“I mean, I’m better now, but that was kind of rattling. I’ll be okay, though. I just need some time to decompress,” she replied.

“All right. Let’s wrap up and get home, sort out what to do from there. And I should probably check on Lorna…”

“Yes, you should.”

They finished up and headed out into the main hallway. He heard a familiar voice complaining from somewhere nearby and tracked down Saxon being worked on by Whitlocke. As soon as he appeared in the doorway, which for whatever reason wasn’t closed, Saxon immediately zeroed in on him.

“Hey, you. Come here,” he said.

“Quit fucking moving or you’re gonna get stuck somewhere that isn’t fucking deadened, dipshit,” Whitlocke muttered.

“I’m a little fucked up right now, but I’m still here,” Saxon continued, ignoring him. “Ethan, I want you to know this now: I quit.”

“Um... you should really talk with Donovan about this, or at least Kasumi,” he replied.

“No. I mean, I will, but I’m saying it now. I quit. And you should want me to because I don’t think you understand. During the attack, if there existed some kind of button that I could push that would let me have just teleported home and abandoned you all, I would have pushed that button. I absolutely would have pushed that button. I was not ready for this.”

Ethan considered it for a moment. The man had a point. “Well, all right then... is there something you want me to do? Some reason you’re telling me specifically?”

“I... don’t know. You saved my ass out there. I mean you all did, but you really saved my ass. You and Ridge. I know you had to, just...thanks. I wanted to tell you, face to face. You’ve got my respect, even if I know I don’t have yours.”

“Hey, no, that’s shit,” Ethan replied firmly. “You’ve got my respect.”

“What the hell for?”

“You went out there and you did your job. Multiple times. And you got through this mission. And, most significantly, you came up against your limit, and you owned up to it. It’s not like I think everyone should go out into the Vast, and those who can’t are just cowards unworthy of respect. Lots of people can’t handle some things. I can’t handle some things. And some things you can work on to get better at handling, but some things you just can’t, no matter what, and that isn’t your fault. You were asked to go into the Vast, you did it, multiple times, and when it became too much, you admitted it. So respect.”

“Oh... thanks,” he murmured. Then he laughed suddenly. “My head is floating. And my toes are, too, I think…”

“Okay, we’re losing him,” Whitlocke muttered. “Which is fine by me. Lay the fuck still or you’re going to lose the use of your arm.”

“Man, that would really suck, I kinda need it,” Saxon said.

Ethan and Kiva left him to it, finding Kasumi waiting for them in one of the Briefing Rooms. They sat down at the table, noting her serious look.

“Tell me what happened,” she said.

They did, giving her a rundown of the events. At the end of it, she nodded, looking pleased. She let out a soft sigh of relief.

“You did exceedingly well, Ethan. And you as well, Kiva. With the completion of this mission, we’ve officially cleared the worst of the problems facing Wayport. There’s still a lot of work ahead of us, but that should take the pressure off at least for a little bit. Now, I’m in the process of putting together a four-pronged mission that I want you to tackle, which will take most of a day, and I want the two of you there. Because of that, I want you to take the next two days off,” she said.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“I’m sure. I’ve been considering all this while you were out. You’ve saved the bastion from serious trouble twice now, Ethan. You’ve earned it.”

“I imagine everyone here, but Lorna can say that,” he replied. “The saving the bastion part, not the earning part.”

“Perhaps, but the point stands. Go home, get some rest, commence the move, whatever it is you want to do. Also, I won’t be seeing you probably at all tomorrow or the day after. There’s simply too much to do. And I managed to get power and water turned on and fixed for the new home. And I got some more work done on it last night after you all left... don’t worry about me, Ethan. I appreciate it, but the simple truth is that I have more endurance than anyone else in Wayport. I can go without sleep for three days with minimal effects if I truly must. I’ll be fine, and there’s a lot to be done,” she said.

He nodded. “All right. I can accept that. Also, uh, Saxon is quitting.”

She frowned. “He told you that?”

“Yes. You should speak to him, though after the drugs clear his system.”

“He said it while he was high on morphine?”

“Yes, but I believe him. And I think you should let him quit. He can’t hack it. He admitted to us just a few minutes ago that if he could have abandoned us, he would have in a panic. He’s not cut out for this work, Kasumi.”

She sighed heavily and nodded. “All right. I’ll speak with him, but I’m inclined to agree with you. But that means we’re down to two technicians, and I am busy here managing until Donovan gets back. Fuck. I hate this…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. This is a me problem. You two go home.”

“All right. Guess I’ll see you in a few days,” Ethan said.

“I’ll be here if you need me,” Kasumi replied.

She shared a kiss with him, wished Kiva farewell too, and then they began preparing to leave.

[image: ]



There were definitely people watching him and Kiva as they made their way home.

If he’d been in a better mood, he probably would have stopped to see if anyone wanted to talk, but he wasn’t. So he and Kiva marched to their shack, came inside, and shut the door behind them. Ember and Lena were seated at the table. Papers were scattered across the tabletop and they each had a tablet in hand.

“You’re home!” Ember cried, standing up, then hesitated. “Something happened.”

“No, not really,” Ethan replied. “Just... a difficult assignment with too many close calls. Honestly, something really good happened out there.”

“What really good thing happened?” Kiva asked. He looked at her, raising an eyebrow. “Oh! Shit! Sorry! I-just-I was thinking about a lot.”

“It’s fine, Kiva,” he said.

“So what happened?” Lena asked.

“I told Ethan that I... love him. Because I realized it kind of all at once,” Kiva replied, a little awkwardly.

“And I responded in kind,” Ethan replied.

Ember broke into a smile. “Really?! You said it?”

“We said it,” Ethan replied, taking Kiva’s hand.

“Congratulations, you two,” Lena said.

“Thank you,” Kiva replied, beaming.

“Also: Kiva and I have the next two days off instead of one, Kasumi won’t be joining us for any of it because she is extremely busy up at Crawler HQ, and Lorna... will probably be around tomorrow and be kind of... clingy. The mission freaked her out.”

“Where is she now?” Ember asked, losing her smile.

“Home, with her family. We ran into a lot of Husks, and I very nearly got my head torn off by a giant Husk.”

“A Reaper?” Lena asked. He nodded. “God, I hate those things. Is that where that bruise is from? The one I see peeking up from behind your shirt?” she asked.

“Yep,” he replied. “I’m fine though.”

“I looked him over, he really is fine,” Kiva said when it became obvious Ember was growing more concerned.

“Well... I’m glad it all turned out okay. And that we have time together. Um...what do you want to do?” she asked.

“Eat and rest for a bit,” Ethan replied. “And then spend some time with Lena.”

“I’d like that. Although if you’ve had a really rough day, I don’t want to get between you three,” Lena said.

“No, no, absolutely not,” Ember said. “We’ve had him to ourselves for a... a lot of fun. And I know he’s pretty desperate for you.”

“Is that true, Ethan?” Lena asked, slowly regaining her smirk. “Are you desperate to be inside me?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“Wow. No hesitation,” she murmured.

“No reason to hesitate,” he replied. “I definitely know what I want. Although I’m not going to be any use to anyone until after I lay down for a bit and get my head straight.”

“Can I join you? I need the same thing,” Kiva said.

“Yeah, no problem.”

“Okay, you two go lay down, Lena and I got the ingredients for burritos, and you are going to flip the fuck out. I’ve had one of Lena’s burritos, and they are incredible,” Ember replied.

“Looking forward to it. Thank you,” Ethan replied.

He gave Ember a hug and a kiss, and Kiva did the same, and then they headed back to the bedroom.


Chapter Twenty-Three




“You were right. That was amazing,” Ethan said as he sat back from finishing his meal. “Um...I ate too fast.”

Lena laughed. “From what I remember the Vast causes hunger.”

“Yep,” both Ember and Kiva said at the same time.

“I wonder why that is,” Ember said.

“Being out there, you know you’re in danger, constantly. It’s stressful. Stress primes the body for quicker reaction time to survive, and that burns more energy,” Ethan replied.

“Oh, that actually makes a lot of sense.”

“Yep. Probably the most significant reason there’s mandatory downtime, even for missions that go off flawlessly and don’t last that long. Stress leads to lethargy, lethargy leads to mistakes, mistakes lead to death.”

“Depressing,” Ember murmured.

“Yep. Let’s talk about something less depressing: how is your project going?” he asked.

“Surprisingly well,” she said, and looked to Lena.

“We’ve found a location for the clinic, and we’ve found two people with medical knowledge who would be very happy to do the job,” she said. “They’re working on drawing up an inventory of medicine that we’ll need to stock. We’ve got to have someone who knows what they’re doing take a look at the building we’re investigating to see specifically what supplies we’ll need for repairs.”

“Once things settle down a little, I imagine Kasumi will be happy to do that,” Ethan replied.

“Excellent. We’ve also begun spreading the word about this whole thing. I’m pretty familiar with the regulars who still live here at this point, so I know who to tell. We’re thinking we should have a formal announcement sometime very soon,” Lena said.

“Can we do it day after tomorrow?” Ember asked. “I’m really eager to let people know about this. Everyone is... really depressed, I’m finding. I want to give them hope.”

“They may be too paranoid and depressed for that,” Ethan murmured. “But yes, that’s a good idea. People need hope. How hard would it be to have a public gathering?”

“No idea,” Lena replied. “No one’s really tried it. I imagine people will be very skeptical, but I think we’ve got a lot of momentum on our side from the fact that we’re going to have four Crawlers backing us up.”

“Yep. Plus you’ve lived here for a few years and everyone knows you. We can say that we have the Governor’s backing and actually back that up,” Ember agreed.

“How about we do that then?” Ethan said. “Set up a kind of town hall meeting for the evening two days from now?”

“Well... I don’t see why not,” Ember said.

“We should do it,” Lena agreed. “We can all go around tomorrow, let people know. Where should it be?”

“I guess in front of our new house? There’s a fair amount of space there,” Kiva suggested.

“Sounds good. We need to start moving stuff there and get furniture.... We should hire people from the Pit to carry it from the Marketplace. And to assemble it,” Ethan said. “Kind of a ‘put our coin where our mouth is’ move.”

“Also a good idea,” Lena said. “We should also be prepared to be very busy after that, because a lot of people are, in fact, going to want to ensure that we are actually prepared to put our coin where our mouth is. You can bet that every single person who shows up will have a minimum of one problem they seriously want taken care of, and they will ask.

“Some will demand. And because we genuinely care and genuinely are trying to make this work, we’ll need probably two of us to have paper or a tablet to take down the information. We’ll want to be able to actually start doing this and get momentum going right away. And, honestly, a lot of the problems, most of them really, can be solved with legwork and coin. Some we won’t be able to solve, but I’d like to at the very least be able to offer something to everyone who comes up.”

“Hmm,” Ethan murmured unhappily.

“What?” Ember asked.

“We’re going to have to make it clear that we’ll have to come down hard on anyone who tries to trick us or take advantage of us, for the sake of the community. We can’t have a couple of fuckheads screwing the whole thing up for everyone,” he replied.

“Oh. Right. Yeah. They won’t like to hear that,” she said.

“We’re really going to have to let them know that we will work to protect them from the corrupt guards,” Lena said. “That will make a lot of people happy. But... we can expect a lot of ‘I’ll believe it when I see it’. We’ve been lied to and screwed over a lot. So we’re going to have to hit this hard from a lot of different angles. But... I think that can wait. I am getting tired, so I would like Ethan to come home with me. Unless he wants to wait a little longer.”

“I do not want to wait,” he replied, straightening up.

Lena smiled. “Well then, let’s go, because I know exactly what I’d like to do with you.”

“Awesome.”

Ethan stood, then hugged and kissed Ember and Kiva, told both of them that he loved them, and began to head out the door with Lena. She was silent as she took his hand and led him over to her own house. He looked around as they came inside.

It was a nice, neat house, and had the telltales of a home with a great deal of time spent working on it. There was carpeting. The walls had been painted something besides the gunmetal gray so many structures were. A few paintings hung on the walls. The furniture looked comfortable and well-worn. Still silent, she took him through the living room and then through a kitchen packed with stuff to a door at the back.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“My special place that I don’t let anyone see,” she replied.

“Oh. That seems significant,” he said.

She laughed softly. “It is. I promise you’ll like it, though.”

“I believe you.”

She opened the door and led him down a narrow, dark stairwell. When they reached the bottom, she flicked a switch and a light came on, revealing a small room. Half of it was taken up by a deep, broad tub, the rest of it empty.

“Wow,” he said.

“Yep,” she replied, walking over to the tub and turning on the water. “We’ll soak in this. And have sex. And you will relax through it and let me take care of you.”

“I... are you sure?” he asked. “I can definitely take care of you.”

“I know,” she replied with a soft smile. “And I’ll be glad to let you next time. But this time... you should let me do it.”

“Any particular reason?” he asked, taking off his shirt.

“You look tired. I mean really tired. Not just physically, but mentally. And your workload isn’t going to get any easier anytime soon, I imagine,” she replied. “And you’re still young.”

“Wouldn’t it track that I should be able to handle it better? Honestly, I got used to hearing that: ‘You’re so young, you don’t know what tired is.’”

“Well... you have more physical endurance, but not mental. Something I’ve learned is that, with age, you learn how to manage your mental load a lot better. It’s not something that can be told or taught. It’s just something you have to learn for yourself by living your life. You’ve taken on a tremendous responsibility, Ethan, and then you agreed to take on even more. That’s... deeply admirable. And attractive. And so, I would very much enjoy taking care of you right now.”

Lena took off her own shirt, and then her undershirt, freeing her breasts. They both finished taking their clothes off and soon stood naked before each other. His assessment of her beauty only strengthened as he saw her bare. She indeed had many scars. She was still pretty fit, her body slim and firm. Her dark hair was down, framing her face.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured.

She smiled and actually blushed a little. “Thank you. You’re very handsome,” she replied.

A second passed, and then she stepped up to him, embracing him gently, her smile become more sultry and demure. Her slim, warm body was very inviting as he began touching her. They kissed. He slid his hands slowly down her back and settled them on a nice-padded ass as she pressed her bare breasts against him, deepening the kiss.

Her tongue slipped into his mouth, bringing with it her natural taste, and the effect was intoxicating and potent. He didn’t have a lot of experience with noticeably older women, but the little he had always told him they were wonderful lovers.

Lena continued kissing and touching him until suddenly she stopped and dropped down to her knees. He watched intently as she grasped his erection and stared up at him with an amazingly confident smile.

“What about, ah...the water?” he murmured as she started dragging her tongue slowly across his head.

“I’m paying attention,” she replied, then licked up the bottom of his cock and slipped it into her mouth in one smooth, unbroken motion.

“Goddamn,” he whispered as she started bobbing her head with a sure smoothness.

Looking very satisfied with herself, Lena pleasured him for a bit longer before abruptly stopping and standing. She turned off the water and gestured to the tub.

“Get settled. You’ve earned it.”

“I mean so have you, but thank you,” Ethan replied, stepping into the water.

He’d only experienced this a handful of times. It was really hard to find a large tub, let alone one big enough to handle two people, and using up enough hot water to fill it was considered an intense luxury.

As he finished lying down in it, he felt a sensation of utter bliss wash over him. It was hot enough to be painful initially, but that quickly faded as his skin adjusted and then there was only rapture.

After a moment, Lena stepped in. He opened his eyes and found himself looking up at her. He’d settled out flat on his back, the tub actually big and deep enough to accommodate that. Lena stood over him, smiling down at him, naked and beautiful and vibrant.

“Okay,” she said as she began settling down, “just let me handle this. You can’t get me pregnant, so I just want to ride you until you orgasm.”

“All right. But I’m not going until you orgasm first,” he replied.

Her smile adjusted into a smirk. “We’ll see about that.”

She speared herself with his erection easily enough and then she was riding him.

The pleasure hit like a wave and his hands found her firm hips. His breath came quicker as she worked her body up and down, lavishing him with the perfect bliss of unprotected sex. Ethan quickly began to lose himself in her wondrous body.

And it wasn’t just being with her, it was the bath and the room. The steam on the air, the closeness of it, the light coming from a single bulb overhead, dim and murky, the sound of the water sloshing. It felt different and distant, somehow apart from everywhere else.

Being in the basement of a shack built into a subterranean cavern miles beneath the surface, it felt like being under the underneath.

Ethan somehow managed to hold onto himself enough to get Lena to climax, rubbing his thumb against her clit as she rode him until she cried out in ecstasy and put her hands on either side of the tub, holding herself as she orgasmed, him still deep inside of her.

“So, we’ll see about that?” he asked.

She laughed, panting a little, and shook her head. “I’d call you a cocky bastard, but bedding Ember, Kiva, and Kasumi makes it well earned. Now hold still,” she said, and then she began to aggressively ride him, putting his hands to her breasts.

He didn’t last much longer after that.

When he came, it was like a flare igniting in the deep darkness of a lost cave. He groaned loudly and pulled her down against him, hugging her to him, both of them floating in the sloshing water as he began loosing his seed deep within her.

The pleasure consumed him as they kissed and she accepted his seed, took everything he had to give as it pumped out of him in hard, intense spurts that sent pleasure screaming through his body. He went until there was nothing left to give, and then went a little farther, and then he was finished, left panting in the water.

He released her and Lena pushed herself up a little, staring at him, looking satisfied. After a moment, she lay down beside him, and he hugged her to him.

“Thank you,” he muttered, then yawned. “Sorry, really long day.”

“Like I said: you’ve earned this, Ethan. You’re a good man. There aren’t enough of those.”

“Why do you say that?” he asked, even though he thought he knew.

She sighed. “If you want to see who someone really is, put them in a situation where they can do whatever they want to you and never be punished for it. That’s what it’s like in the Vast. Countless atrocities have been committed out there. Too many men will grab you and do whatever they want to you if they think no one will know but the two of you. If they think they can get away with it. You wouldn’t. You would never.”

“I would never,” he agreed.

She sighed. “I know it must sound like I hate men, but I don’t. I’ve known plenty of great men. I hate monsters. And it’s just that too many of the monsters I’ve known were men. Men who wore smiles and charisma, who promised this and that, and then the moment they got hold of me or someone I knew, used us as long and as hard as they could, in a number of ways, and then discarded us when they were finished.”

“I’m so sorry that happened to you, Lena,” he said softly, kissing the top of her head and holding her a little more tightly.

“So am I. But what we can do? I’m just...appreciative of good men when I find them. And I don’t indulge in sex anymore, really. I haven’t for some time. When I saw you... something inside said if you can, you must have him. You must. And, well, I could, so I did.”

“And?” he asked.

“And I want more. Part of me is a little sad we didn’t meet ten years earlier. Maybe even five. I would have let you breed me.”

“Wow.”

She laughed. “Yep. You’re excellent father material, Ethan. But it’s probably for the best. I spent a long time being uncertain about how much I wanted children. Looking back on it now... I made the right choice. I’m much better at helping other people with their children. Which I’ll be doing for you and Ember and Kiva in nine months,” she murmured.

“You’re comfortable with that?” he asked. “I didn’t want to assume.”

“Oh my goodness, Ethan. Yes I’m comfortable with that. We’ll just have to make sure no one ever finds out you’re fucking the shit out of Aunt Lena... or Aunt Kasumi... or Aunt Lorna. You filthy boy,” she murmured.

He chuckled. “Uh... yeah. Gonna take some restructuring…” He yawned again. “Shit, I’m fucking exhausted.”

“Let’s wash up and get you home. We can have a longer session when everything has died down and you can show me what that tongue does. Ember and Kiva swear by it,” she replied.

“How much have you been talking to my girls about our sex life?” he asked.

“Not that much,” she replied. “Ember said you wouldn’t mind…”

“Well, I can’t really claim that I do,” he said.

“I hope not, because all they do is talk you up. How great you eat pussy. How well you fuck. How you know precisely how to fucking pound pussy from the back at just the right angle that triggers that hard female orgasm... I’m looking forward to that one,” she murmured dreamily.

“So am I,” he agreed.

They lay there a moment longer, embracing, and then she sat up. “Let’s wash up and then get you back to your lovers.”

“All right... thank you for this, though. Really. I appreciate it, Lena.”

She smiled and kissed him. “I’m glad.”


Chapter Twenty-Four




“Are you actually nervous?” Ember asked.

“Kind of,” Ethan admitted. “Does that surprise you?”

“Yeah. I mean you go out into the Vast and fight literal monsters. This is just... talking to people,” she replied.

“I know where I stand in the Vast,” he said. “If there’s a problem out there, I can fight it or fix it. Lot different here.”

“That’s a fair point, actually,” Kiva said. “I feel the same way.”

“Yeah... I guess you two kind of seem a little bit rougher around the edges when it comes to being social. And I say that with love,” Ember replied.

“You aren’t wrong,” Ethan said.

“Nope,” Kiva agreed immediately.

“If you keep practicing, you figure out how to get by,” Lena said as she walked in from the kitchen. “I’ve got a list of things you’ll want to buy, Ember, but otherwise things look nice in there.” She glanced at the front door. “I hear a lot of people out there, think it’s time?”

“Just about,” Ethan muttered, fussing with his shirt.

The past two days had been very busy.

After his night with Lena, he’d been tired and relaxed enough that he’d pretty much gone home and gone right to sleep.

Lena had gotten together a crew to move and, in a few cases, build the furniture. They’d ended up deciding to just get the materials for another new, and yet again bigger, bed. Consequently, it dominated the bedroom, taking up about half of it. They’d ultimately ended up leaving most of their furniture behind in their old shack, on the notion that someone else could use it when they moved in.

The process had taken pretty much all the rest of the day, well into the night, but they’d managed to get the ground level of their home furnished with the help of several others from the Pit. They paid them out and let them know about the big meeting.

They’d celebrated with a threesome, happily breaking in the new bed. Then they’d spent the following day preparing for the big meeting. Mostly that involved running down odds and ends related to the clinic. Honestly, Ethan thought the whole moving process would have been more arduous, but he supposed facing down the Vast as often as he had really tended to put tasks and difficulty into perspective.

“Oh yeah, there’s a good hundred people out there,” Ember muttered as she peeked out the front window.

“Now you sound nervous,” Ethan said.

“I am nervous. I’m not really used to being the center of attention. Especially given how I arrived here and had to live the first few weeks,” she replied.

“You’ll do fine, babe,” Ethan said, stepping up to her.

“I hope so,” she murmured.

“I’m here to help,” Lena said. “Now, come on, we’ve made them wait long enough.”

“I’m ready,” Ethan said.

“Me too,” Kiva murmured, though she seemed nervous. “But should we wait for Lorna?”

“She said to go on without her if she hadn’t arrived yet,” Lena replied.

Ember composed herself, then nodded. “Okay, let’s do this.”

They stepped outside of their house. Ethan looked around. Probably over half the population of the Pit was here, he realized with a start. He wondered what made such a turnout. Was it the fact that Lena had lent her voice to this? Because they were Crawlers? Because the people were just that desperate?

Maybe it was simple bitter curiosity.

He hoped not.

A hush fell over the crowd as they stepped out and formed a line. There was a slight rise in the floor of the cavern that their house and most of the central structures had been built onto, so it put them just a little above everyone else, granting them a view of the entire crowd.

Lena stepped forward. “Hello, everyone. I know that most of you know me. For those of you who don’t, my name is Lena. I’ve lived here in the Pit for a few years now. I’ve done my best to help anyone who has come my way and asked for it, and many of you have. Since the beginning, I’ve had some vague hope of being able to help everyone down here in a bigger way, but there’s only so much I can do. But now, finally, I have made some powerful friends who have chosen to use their power to help us. So, let me introduce Ember, who will be in charge of this project alongside me.”

Lena stepped back and looked to Ember.

She cleared her throat and began speaking. “Hello. My name is Ember. I’m not from Wayport, but I came here from another bastion where I grew up similarly to most of you. In my old bastion, we had a place just like this, just like the Pit, and we faced the same problems. All my life, it was the same old shit. No one cared about us. Or, if they did, that care was fleeting. I came here because I was forced to. I entered Wayport illegally because I didn’t have anything on me, and I needed to hide. I’ve since managed to gain citizenship.

“Now that I’m not terrified for my life, I want to help people. I want to make life better in the Pit. And I know what you’re thinking. I know exactly what you want to say to me. ‘We’ve heard it all before.’ ‘What makes you different?’ I’ve heard it, too. Same old story, same old shit. And the hard truth of the matter is that I can’t guarantee success, but I can promise that I will try. And another thing I can promise, and what is truly my ace in the hole, is that I have four Crawlers who are going to be backing me up.”

She waited. An interested, appreciative murmur began running through the crowd. Ethan could almost feel the atmosphere change just like that. The people had ranged from guarded to disinterested, but now they were all paying much closer attention.

“That’s right. Four Crawlers. One of them is the foremost expert Crawler in the entire bastion. You may know her as Kasumi. She isn’t here right now, she’s working up at Crawler Headquarters, but she will be moving in with us. And that’s another big deal: we’re actually going to be living in the Pit. Myself and the four Crawlers. Right here behind me, this is our house. We aren’t moving away. We’re going to be right here in the shit with you. Now, to introduce two of the Crawlers that will be living here–”

“Wait!” a familiar voice called out, getting closer. “I’m here! I’m sorry I’m late! I’m here!”

Ember laughed as Lorna rushed up to join them. “Three of the Crawlers who will be living here. This is Lorna. This is Kiva. And this is Ethan. We will all be living together, and we will all be helping as much as we can to make this happen. Now, I imagine some of you are still hesitant. Talk is cheap. I get it. I’m hoping you’ll be very happy to learn that we’ve already met with Governor Sinclair.”

This time a few people did groan or roll their eyes.

Ember raised her hands briefly. “I know! I know. The government sits up there on their asses, doing exactly jack shit to help the people like us, except for occasionally making pretty promises that amount to nothing. But I personally met with the Governor, and I genuinely believes she actually cares. She didn’t just nod and make vague promises, she actually talked with me. She seemed genuine. She authorized us to open a clinic in the Pit.”

That got a stronger reaction, a positive one. Ember let it play out for a bit before continuing.

“She’s also agreed to try and open up a school in the Pit for our children. And she’s agreed to work with us to stop the guards and the other assholes who come down here to use and abuse us.”

That got the strongest reaction yet, a few people actually cheering.

“I want this to work. We all want this to work. If you have a problem, I want you to be able to come to me and Lena, to Ethan and Lorna and Kiva and Kasumi, and tell us exactly what it is, and allow us to work with you to solve it. But this isn’t going to be simple, and it’s not going to be easy. It’s going to take persistent effort, and it’s going to take trust, and it’s going to take time. But here’s probably the most important part.

“I know all of us have had to do things we probably weren’t proud of to stay alive. In the bastions and in the Vast. It’s been very ‘everyone for themselves’. That has to change. If it doesn’t, this will not work. Governor Sinclair made it very clear that if there’s any sense of corruption, of stealing, of skimming, any of it, she’ll terminate this agreement.

“And given this agreement is extremely important to me, that means that I will have to come down hard on anyone who is trying to screw with this new plan. And again...there are four Crawlers involved with this plan, Crawlers who will now be living in the Pit. That is very important for you to understand.

“I don’t want to that sound like a threat. But if things are going to improve for everyone, which is specifically what we want, we have to work together. No fucking each other over. Now... that’s basically the gist of it. Lena and I are here to take questions and requests, because I imagine a lot of you have issues you’d like solved promptly.

“And I want to point this out now: we are funding this. So if you have problems with your shack, if you’re short on food, clothing, if you need something fixed, come to us. We will do our best to correct the problems with our own funds. And I truly want to emphasize this part: if you try to take advantage of this kindness, you will suffer. I hate to paint it that starkly, but you have to know this.”

Ethan found himself tensing as she said this. They’d agreed that this was going to be necessary to discuss plainly, so that there was no confusion, no illusions, no gap left for the opportunists. But he was relieved to see that, for the most part, the sentiment of the response on their faces seemed to be one of agreement.

“Now,” Ember continued, “with that in mind, Lena and I will be right here to take your questions and your requests. We want to begin working on our problems immediately. We also want to hear your ideas! You all live here and you all know what we could use, what needs to change. So, form lines, don’t push, be patient, and let’s get this whole initiative rolling!”

Ethan was about to offer his own assistance when he heard a sound that filled him with a slow, cold dread.

Two quick, high-pitched chirps coming from his radio.

The radio he was supposed to keep on him, charged and active at all times.

The radio that would be used in the event of an emergency.

He excused himself, pulled it out, and stepped back inside of his new home. “Ethan reporting.”

Kasumi responded. “Ethan, I need you and Kiva to come to HQ right now. We have an emergency. You two need to go into the Vast.”

“What about Lorna?” he asked.

A brief hesitation. “No, not her.”

“Understood. Kiva and I will be up within the next five minutes.”

“See you then. Out.”

The line went dead.

Ethan sighed softly and then went to get Kiva.


Chapter Twenty-Five




Although there was nothing obviously wrong as he and Kiva approached HQ, as soon as they got through the doors, the atmosphere immediately changed.

It was like stepping into a pressure cooker.

Everyone was terse and tight-lipped as they were ushered through security and pointed towards Briefing One. He and Kiva opened up the door and found Donovan, Kasumi, Whitlocke, Eastmore, Stark, and another man it took him a moment to recognize as Casten waiting for them. They quickly took their seats.

“Let’s get right down to it,” Donovan said, his tone grim.

Ethan found himself studying the man. Despite his dark demeanor, he actually did seem better. More rested, less on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

“We have several core and crucial systems in our bastions that keep us alive. One of those is oxygen processing. Much like everything else, our oxygen plant is overworked and under-maintained, despite our best efforts. Half an hour ago, we lost a critical component thanks to that lack of maintenance and necessary replacement parts. If we don’t replace it, Wayport will start suffering the effects of carbon monoxide buildup within two days. The part is, unfortunately, exceedingly rare. We have a single lead and unfortunately need to take it,” Donovan explained, bringing up a map on the projector.

Ethan hesitated as he immediately recognize the path.

It was the path that led directly to Refuge.

Donovan glanced at him briefly, a look of vague guilt on his face, but he pressed on relentlessly. “We found the coordinates to a tech shed, a good-sized one, on another crawl a month ago. Ever since then, we’ve been trying to find the way there. The only two paths that we know of to get there are both collapsed, and it would take a lot of work to get through them.

“We finally found what we believe to be a path there, based on another data cache found. There’s a tunnel just below Refuge. Theoretically, you should be able to blast down into it. Once you’re in, you should be able to follow a map we’ve pieced together to the tech shed, recover the parts, and come home. The biggest problem is that we have absolutely no idea what you might be facing.”

“Can we even get to Refuge and back in two days?” Ethan asked uncertainly. “I know I took the long way around, but that initial journey itself took me two days.”

Eastmore snorted. “Yeah I can see why they put you in charge.”

“Shut the fuck up, Eastmore,” Donovan said, his voice flat and hard. “The one really lucky part of this job is that we have a vehicle we can use for emergencies. It should cut the trip to Refuge to six hours. So six there, six back. I’d say that gives you a day and a half to work with, but for the sake of certainty, I’ll say: get back here as fast as you safely can. And that’s also assuming the vehicle works the way it’s suppose to. It should, but we can’t count on things going the way they’re supposed to. Questions?”

“Is there any intel? Anything at all?” Casten asked.

Donovan sighed. “Not much. We have very rough ideas of what you might encounter in the Passageway during the trip, which shouldn’t be a problem, and there was one report recently of Wraiths around Refuge. Beyond that, the cartography data we have around the tech shed leads me to believe that, if the data is correct and if nothing goes severely wrong, you should be able to get there from Refuge within an hour.

“But that’s a massive if. The only other potential obvious hitch in this plan is that Refuge is half caved in. Based on the intel I got from a team I sent to Refuge a few weeks ago, the back half was caved in. The front half, where we need to blast through, should be fine. But one cave-in might mean more, so be ready to deal with that.”

There were only a handful more questions after that, all of which resulted in Donovan saying some variation of ‘I don’t know’.

“I won’t lie to you; this will be dangerous. If I wasn’t so damn old and if this bastion didn’t require me to be alive to continue functioning properly, I’d go with you. But I can’t. Kasumi is in charge. Listen to Ethan about Refuge, since he grew up there. Do not fuck this up. We need this mission to be a success... all right, good luck out there.”
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Ethan felt a strange, numb dislocation as he went through the process of suiting up and grabbing his gear.

He did his best to remain focused, and loaded himself down with as many guns, ammo, grenades, and survival gear as he could reasonably carry, and noticed everyone else did the same. There were no rookies this time around, nothing but veterans prepared to do whatever needed to be done.

This was the kind of job the Crawlers existed for.

The mood was tense as they left HQ and headed to a small structure right next to the wall. The vehicle in question was a transport truck, a small, flatbed thing that looked to be in decent enough condition. Kasumi got behind the wheel and Casten sat beside her. Everyone else piled into the back. The gate guards opened up the larger of the gates in the wall and let them out.

And then they were off and driving down the Passageway.

Towards Refuge.

“Are you all right?” Kiva asked.

“I’m not sure,” he admitted.

“We can talk about it, if you want,” she prodded after another moment.

“I guess... I’m just surprised, is all. I genuinely never thought I would return.”

“Do you want to?”

He was silent for a moment. “I’m not sure. I don’t think enough time has passed for me to really think about it. I guess I was so happy to be in my new life, and so busy setting it up, that I hadn’t even finished processing... all of that.”

“Will you be able to handle it?” Whitlocke asked.

Ethan glanced at him. His usual smartass demeanor seemed to have vanished. He considered the question before answering.

“I think I can,” he replied. “I doubt we’ll be there for long.”

Whitlocke sighed tiredly. “Hopefully, but nothing’s for sure in the Vast.”

Ethan almost said that Refuge was a bastion, but that wasn’t true, hadn’t been for weeks now. It was now part of the Vast, too.

“Well, get settled,” Eastmore grunted, looking back towards Wayport, “if we’re lucky, it’s going to be a long and boring ride.”

[image: ]


They were, indeed, lucky.

The ride was quiet, and they managed to cut Ethan’s harrowing, terrifying two-day ordeal into a five and a half hour ride through the Passageway. All they had to deal with was a pack of Strays as they got close to Refuge, and they were dispatched easily enough.

But as they came to a halt, parking a few dozen feet shy of the entrance to Refuge, he had that feeling. That slow, cold dread that made him paranoid and jumpy. He tried to keep it under control as they dismounted from the vehicle and established a perimeter.

“Will there be space inside to hide this?” Kasumi asked, looking at him.

“There should be, yeah,” he replied. “We didn’t really have too many problems with thieves. Of course, that was before.”

“All right. Eastmore, Casten, stay with the vehicle. Everyone else, with me. We’ll clear the area, then bring it in,” Kasumi said, and led them towards the tunnel that would grant access to Refuge.

Ethan found his heart beating faster as he stepped into that tunnel. How many times had he walked down it? Hundreds, at least.

The wall that had been built at its mouth was half demolished, which gave him a sense of immediate fear, but that had simply been embedded in his soul at this point. He’d seen that wall so many times, and he knew what it meant if it was breached, let alone destroyed. It wasn’t like it mattered now.

They passed through the tunnel, making their way past the remnants of the checkpoint, and at last, Ethan returned home.

The tunnel let out onto a small plateau that was slightly elevated above the rest of the cavern. It gave a great view. And that’s exactly what he had right now: a great view on the graveyard that his old life had become.

His perspective felt strange, because, functionally speaking, what had once been the back wall of the cavern had been moved forward greatly thanks to the cave-in. It had basically cut the cavern in half. The remnants of his village were laid bare. The places where he’d lived in while growing up were both buried and gone now.

What remained were a few burned-out husks of shacks and homes, most of them collapsed. It had obviously been picked over by salvagers.

“You grew up here?” Kiva murmured softly.

“Yes. I was born here. I spent my whole life here,” Ethan replied.

“Shit... sorry, kid,” Whitlocke muttered. “This is pretty fucking brutal.”

“Are you going to be okay, Ethan?” Kasumi asked.

“Yeah. I’ll be fine. Let’s get to work,” he replied.

“All right. Stick together, clear the area, keep watch for Wraiths,” Kasumi said, her tone losing what little emotion it had just displayed as her cold, calculating side reasserted itself.

They came down from the plateau, carefully making their way into the ruins. Ethan pushed back at the thoughts that tried to crowd in. He’d spent twenty-five years here. He’d probably been in just about every spot there was to be in this cavern. It felt impossible that this was Refuge, and yet he couldn’t deny this reality.

Even crushed and devastated, it was still so obvious to him.

So many familiar little things.

He glanced up, saw the faint glint of the small blue crystal that was embedded in the ceiling some forty feet overhead. It had been there his whole life. Sometimes he’d thought of figuring some way to get up there and pry it loose, but always gave up because it was just too dangerous and probably not even worth the risk.

Something pinged his awareness in a way that forced his mind to successfully drop every thought. Something was nearby.

The others sensed it too, freezing up, weapons raising.

When the attack came, it was swift and savage.

The Wraiths melted out of their surroundings and Ethan almost flashed back to the Husks in the huge battlefield. One seemed to step out of the charred remnants of a nearby wall, coming for him with barely visible claws.

He snapped his barrel over and fired. Missed the first time but put a round scorching right between its eyes the second time. Its blood seemed to pop into existence at the same time its body did, spraying the old wall behind it. All around him, the others immediately opened fire as well. He saw another crawling over a pile of rubble and put three shots into its back.

Barely twenty seconds passed from the first shot to the last.

Everything became still, everyone waiting for the next thing to happen. But no more came.

“We’re safe,” Kasumi said into her radio a moment later.

He heard a quick affirmative response from Casten and then they continued their search. Ethan noted that Kiva stuck close to him as they continued. They’d spoken some of his past by now. She, more than anyone else here, had to know how rough this was.

And it was rough.

He’d known every single person here. That was one hundred and two people. More than that, because several had died over the course of his life. He didn’t know them all with intense detail, but he could put names to faces for every single person in Refuge.

And they were all dead.

He put it away, put it all away. The realization that he hadn’t actually dealt with this, emotionally speaking, was beginning to crest his own personal horizon, but there was no time for that now. He’d cry when he got home.

Some ten minutes later, they were gathered between a few burned out shacks and Kasumi was on the radio.

“All right, we’re clear. Bring it in, secure it, and then stand guard near the interior entrance,” she said. “I’m going to lay the bomb.”

Ethan watched as Kasumi pulled a device from her inner pocket and flipped it on, then began moving around in a slow circle, frowning as she studied the screen on the device. He’d asked why they hadn’t been using the void finder before now and apparently, they’d only just recently managed to get a new one, as Eastmore had, evidently, broken the old one beyond repair.

Only the fact that Ridge had been there to see him do it, and confirm it was a genuine mistake as opposed to a fit of rage, had kept him employed.

Void finders were difficult to locate and maintain.

“Got it,” Kasumi muttered, coming to a halt and then dropping into a crouch.

She continued working the device, staring at it coldly until it produced the results she wanted. She stood up and then pulled out a pack of molded explosives. She moved with a swift and deft efficiency, no movement wasted. She typed several things into a tiny control pad attached to the explosives. Finally, she finished and set them in place.

“Everyone fall back to a safe distance. Check in when you do.”

Ethan fell back to the entrance with the others, where they all ducked down behind the remnants of the checkpoint. After calling out an affirmative, Kasumi called back her own. After a few seconds of silence, she hurried into the tunnel and dropped down into a crouch beside Ethan.

A moment later, the tunnel and cavern shook.

As everything settled and the silence returned, they all waited tensely, prepared for the worst. Blowing things up underground was always a risk. But there was no sound of rocks falling, no giant crashing.

Just silence.

Silence that was laden with tension, but silence nonetheless.

Kasumi got up and headed back into the cavern. After a moment, she gave the all clear and they moved to join her. Coming inside, they found her securing a steel cable to a sturdy-looking stalagmite. Ethan walked up to the hole as she finished the job. It was about three feet in diameter, surprisingly round, and broke down through about four feet of rock into an opening.

“This was here this whole time,” he muttered.

“Yep,” Kasumi replied, walking up and tossing the cable into the hole, followed by a blue flare that burned coldly in the darkness. She peered down it for a moment, then grasped the cable. “And now we get to see what’s down there.”

With that, she disappeared into the opening.


Chapter Twenty-Six




Ethan let go of the cable and landed lightly on the tunnel floor.

He coughed as he looked around, playing his flashlight first ahead, then behind. There was dust in the air, and it smelled mostly of time and disuse.

And something else.

The air seemed laced with some scent he couldn’t identify.

Nothing seemed to share the tunnel with them.

Ethan made way for the others to come down, and they did, appearing one by one until they had all gathered in the passage. On the whole, it looked average. Maybe eight feet high by six wide. Comfortably large enough to move around in without being too big. The rock and the dirt didn’t look strange.

And yet…

Something was wrong.

Kasumi had moved a little farther from the group, shining her light down the passage, in the direction they had to go.

“Quiet,” she said, and the noise level cut to zero.

They waited, seconds passing tensely. Ethan strained his ears to hear, to prepare for some attack, but he could hear nothing.

And yet…

He couldn’t hear anything, but he slowly became convinced he could. Or, perhaps hear wasn’t the right word.

Maybe feel was closer.

“Something’s wrong,” Kasumi said finally. “But I don’t know what. Does anyone have any good guesses?”

No one spoke up. Ethan remained still as a statue, his eyes closed. She was right, there was something wrong, or at least something happening, some persistent thing just beyond the edge of perception, but…

He opened his eyes and found that she was staring at him.

“What?” she asked quietly.

“I’m not sure,” Ethan replied and, in a spark of inspiration, walked over to the tunnel wall and laid his hand flat against it. He frowned, slung his rifle, took off his glove, and replaced his hand. Held it there for a moment. “It’s vibrating.”

Kasumi stepped up next to him and did the same thing, as did a few of the others.

“I don’t feel anything,” Eastmore muttered.

“Neither do I,” Casten said.

“I feel it,” Kasumi said after a few seconds. “It’s incredibly subtle, but it’s there.”

“So what does that mean?” Stark asked.

“Not sure,” Kasumi replied. “It could be some big piece of machinery that’s still running, could be water flowing, could be some geological event. None of that feels particularly right, though. Whatever it is, it’s too faint to be sure. Regardless, we need to move on. The way looks clear. Ethan, with me at the front, Eastmore and Stark, bring up the rear.”

With that, they set off.

The atmosphere was immediately oppressive and heavy, almost like the air itself was pressing in on them. Their progress started out steady enough, but before a few minutes, they began to slow. And then they slowed more.

At first, Ethan didn’t even realize he was doing it. After another moment, he glanced back over his shoulder and saw that more distance had gotten between them than there should have been.

“Hold,” Kasumi said suddenly, and everyone froze up. “Lights off.”

Ethan reached up and hit the killswitch for his suit lights and flicked off the flashlight on his rifle. They were plunged into an immediate and nearly impenetrable darkness. Fear slithered icily around him, ensnaring him slowly with a suffocating intensity.

As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he realized that he could see light ahead of them. Only it was very faint light, and something was off about it, and it was violet. Only not quite violet. Perhaps violet with the faintest hint of green?

What the hell was it?

Suddenly, the light winked out and true darkness fell.

Finally, Kasumi called for lights again and they had to readjust for a few seconds.

“What was that?” Ethan asked.

“What was what? I didn’t see anything,” Stark asked.

“There was a violet light ahead, faint,” Kasumi replied. “It didn’t seem electrical.”

“Bioluminescence?” Ethan asked.

“If it is, then it’s alive in a more practical way, because it seemed to move,” Kasumi said.

“So something is down here with us then,” Whitlocke grumbled.

“Just make sure to keep checking our six. Let’s keep going. We have a lot of ground to cover.”

They resumed walking.

The journey didn’t get easier. A minute passed. Then five. Then fifteen.

They spent half an hour walking in a pool of light through the darkness. And, with increasing frequency, they all began seeing violent sparks ahead of and behind them. The tension ratcheted up and after forty minutes it was really starting to get to him. He was almost praying for something to happen, some monster to leap out into the light, something.

And then, suddenly, it did.

Kasumi raised her fist, and everyone froze up.

A long moment of apprehensive silence passed.

Something stepped into the edge of the light ahead of them.

“Contact,” Kasumi snapped, adjusting her aim as Ethan did the same.

“What the fuck is it?” Ethan whispered.

The shape was uncertain, but it resolved somewhat as it stepped a little closer. It was humanoid, he saw, but thin, and not very big. In the glare of the light, it stood some five feet tall. It had skin so dark gray it was almost black. Its head was oddly angular, its face flat. He could just make out a trio of violet lights across its forehead.

It issued a low sound. Its low frequency didn’t seem to match its small size.

“What the actual fuck is this thing?” He heard Whitlocke mutter behind him.

“Never seen anything like it before,” Kasumi replied softly. “Kiva?”

“No,” she murmured.

“What do we do?” Ethan asked.

He wasn’t feeling good about the creature, but he knew there was an excellent chance that was plain old fear of the unknown talking. He had no intention of killing or harming this thing if it was peaceful, or at least willing to live and let live.

Kasumi began to respond, but her words died in her throat as the violet light emanating from, he guessed, its eyes got suddenly stronger. And then stronger than that. A low thrumming began to rattle through the tunnel.

“That feels hostile,” Kasumi said, her voice flat.

Abruptly, the violet light snapped off and the unknown thing bolted, vanishing ahead of them into the darkness.

“So now what?” Whitlocke asked.

“We keep going,” Kasumi replied. “It’s not like we have any other choice.”
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“It’s definitely getting brighter,” Ethan muttered.

Kasumi sighed softly but said nothing else. He waited.

They had begun running into a strange, spongy material that at first coated the walls and the ceiling but eventually also began to coat the floor as well. The strange scent he’d smelled earlier was much stronger now. At first, it had seemed like some bizarre trick of perspective that the odd, dark green material was emanating a glow, but by now it as clear that this was no mistake.

The bioluminescence was the exact same color as the creature’s eyes.

The thrumming was less subtle as well, a constant, vague hum now sat just within the edge of perception, there if you listened for it.

“We’re almost there, I think,” Kasumi said finally. “Traditionally speaking, encountering something like this would result in some samples being taken and then a full retreat. We have no idea if this material is toxic or somehow poisonous. But we can’t go back without that part... keep going. Tighten it up.”

Besides some clipped affirmations, no one said anything else.

Ethan’s neck and back were starting to ache from being so tense for so long. Besides the creature they’d seen, they had encountered nothing. But the sense of being watched had persisted. They had taken the tunnel for most of the way, passing through a few small caverns and finding only little in the way of old remnants.

As they picked back up the pace and resumed their miserable journey, Ethan started to notice more signs of ancient habitation. Mostly in the form of the faint shape of light fixtures, cabling, and other pieces of technology stuck to the ceiling and walls, all covered over by the spongy material. The violet light was oddly grating on his eyes, somehow sharp and unpleasant.

The fear that just being here, in this odd place, was somehow damaging them felt very real.

He wondered suddenly if, given enough time, this stuff and these creatures would have eventually found their way into Refuge.

Five minutes later, the tunnel they were following terminated abruptly in a large cavern.

Ethan almost said, Fuck me.

He felt suddenly small as he stared into the immense cavern beyond. It had to be larger than the one Wayport was built into. It was also mostly covered in that dark spongy material. Spread out before them in a rough circle were a series of small structures, mostly shacks, with two larger buildings. All of them covered utterly by the material.

Dead ahead of them, though, beyond the little camp, was a cliff sheer with the remnants of an elevator lashed to its side.

“How much do you want to bet that our tech shed is up there?” Ethan muttered.

“I’ll bet you oral sex that it is,” Kasumi replied. He looked at her in surprise, and she stared back at him, a small smile on her face. She lost it quickly, though, and blinked, as though confused. “This place is apparently starting to stress me out,” she muttered. “Anyway, you’re probably right. None of these structures are big enough to be a tech shed.”

“So you know how big it is?” Ethan asked.

“Yes. Well, roughly. Much bigger than this. But what truly worries me is that I still don’t see any of the creatures. I’m getting flashbacks to the Wraith nest,” she replied.

“Yeah... I feel like they’re lying in wait, just waiting for the right time to strike,” he muttered.

“They might not be,” Kiva murmured. They looked back at her. “Maybe they abandoned this place? Maybe they’re all out doing... whatever it is they do?”

“Maybe. Regardless, we need to get up there. Look, there’s ladders, one on each side of the lift. We can take those up,” Kasumi replied.

“If they hold,” Whitlocke muttered.

“They should hold. Worst case scenario, I can find a way to the top and throw down a rope. Now, form up, move in, nice and easy,” she replied, and set off.

Ethan followed, and the others followed him.

The smell grew even more intense as they began their trek into the ominous cavern. Even now, he couldn’t say that it was a bad smell, exactly, more just... odd. Unfamiliar. It had a faintly metallic edge, and it smelled somehow of frost. It at least wasn’t gagging him, and he was starting to get used to it. Still he worried about the creatures.

So far, they hadn’t seen any further sign of them.

As they moved among the derelict buildings, Ethan kept having to push back at visions of the strange dark gray beings lurking among the violet-shaded shadows, waiting for the perfect opportunity to spring their assault, to leap forth and rip them to shreds with previously sheathed claws and razor teeth.

Still nothing happened.

They reached the ladders without hearing or seeing anything.

If anything, the silence and stillness had somehow grown more intense. The sense that something was waiting, or perhaps approaching, was worse than ever. Ethan found himself, as well as everyone else, reacting in jerky, abrupt movements to any tiny thing.

Even Kasumi seemed on edge.

“Stark, go up first, if it seems stable after you make it a quarter way up, Eastmore, Casten, and Whitlocke will follow. Ethan, you and Kiva do the same over here with me. Kiva and Whitlocke, wait until the first person is up over the top and gives the all clear before mounting. I’m going up since I’m the smallest,” Kasumi said.

She mounted the ladder and began climbing. On the other side of the ancient lift, Stark did the same. Ethan waited near the bottom, prepared to catch Kasumi if worse came to worse. The ladders creaked and groaned and shuddered as the women made their way up, but ultimately, they reached the quarter mark and nothing had happened.

“It looks good over here, start up Ethan,” Kasumi said.

“Same here,” Stark said.

Ethan slung his rifle and mounted the ladder. It shifted under his weight, but just a little. He began climbing, rung by rung. He was slow and cautious at first, but he gained speed as he got a sense that the ladder was actually pretty sturdy.

Time passed in the sullen silence, broken only by the metallic groans of the shifting ladders.

Suddenly, Kasumi called out, “Contact!”

Ethan snapped his gaze back up and froze, seeing a trio of dark gray heads with glowing violet eyes staring down over the top at them. Kasumi was maybe fifteen feet from the top.

“Here, too,” Stark said.

“Shoot them!” Eastmore growled.

“Don’t,” Kasumi replied, though she had her pistol out and was aiming at them.

A long, tense moment went by. The creatures continued staring, not making a sound.

“I’ve got a shot, for fuck’s sake,” Eastmore snapped.

“Do not fire on them, that is a direct order,” Kasumi replied firmly.

“Why the hell not!?”

“We have no idea what they’re capable of or what their intentions are! This is a first contact scenario!” she snapped.

“They’re fucking monsters, who gives a shit!?”

“Eastmore, if you fire a single shot, I will shoot you. Shut your fucking mouth, that’s an order,” she replied, her voice flat and stern.

The seconds ticked by as they held basically a glorified staring contest.

Abruptly, the violet light in their eyes began to get brighter. Ethan felt the ladder begin to rattle in his grasp as that low thrumming sound from before was projected down at them.

“I’m firing a warning shot, be ready!” Kasumi called out.

She aimed and fired.

Immediately, the light and the sound cut off. The creatures vanished. They all waited a bit longer. Still nothing happened.

“What the fuck was that about?” Stark asked.

“I think they’re threatening us,” Kasumi replied. “Maybe they’re nonviolent, and they’re trying to scare us out of their home.”

“I don’t think so,” Ethan said.

“What do you think it is?” Kasumi replied.

“I’m not sure. You could be right. You’re probably right, but... something’s off.”

“Regardless, they’re gone now. Keep pushing.”

A moment later, Kasumi was at the top. She gave an all clear, and Ethan felt the ladder shake briefly as Kiva mounted it. He finished his own climb and found himself on a big piece of land that was half taken up by a large, flat structure. It had also been coated in the substance that covered most of the cavern.

There was no sign of the creatures anywhere.

Ethan checked out the area while the others finished making the climb. Besides the structure, which he hoped was the tech shed, the only other real points of interest were a pair of tunnel openings ahead and to the right.

Only one showed signs of habitation by the mysterious beings.

“That’s... odd,” he muttered.

“What?” Kasumi asked.

“Look. The material doesn’t go down that tunnel. But it does this one.”

“What do you think it means?” Stark asked.

“Maybe there’s something they don’t like that way,” Kiva suggested as she finished the climb.

“Luckily we don’t have to go that way,” Kasumi replied. “Eastmore, Stark, Casten, and Whitlocke, I want you all to stay out here and secure the area. Tell me if you see anything at all. I’m taking Ethan and Kiva into the shed. If you see those creatures again, do not shoot at them or provoke them unless they provoke first. I know we’re all stressed out and tired, but that’s no excuse.”

They split up, Kasumi leading him and Kiva towards the shed.

“What exactly is a tech shed?” Ethan muttered as they approached it.

“Place for specialized repairs,” Kasumi replied. “From what I understand, the idea was that tech sheds were created for outposts or expeditions or colonies too small to have their own advanced machine shops. While you can maintain and even manufacture a lot of the more basic pieces of technology relatively easily, or at least they could back then, you couldn’t do that for all of it. The more complicated pieces would be stored and or repaired in places like this, so that they don’t have to try and cart around an entire inventory of rare and unique components.”

“I imagine you’ve looked for more of these,” Kiva murmured.

“Yes. They’re hard to find, and the few we have found have been cleared out. Here’s hoping this one isn’t,” she replied.

They spent a moment checking out the structure, moving around to both check for ways in and signs of danger. In the end, they managed to find a broken window and crawl in that way.

Ethan went first, Kasumi and Kiva covering him as he carefully got in through the opening. Once he was inside, he quickly swept the small room that the broken window let into.

“Clear,” he said quietly.

“Entering,” Kasumi said, and then he covered the interior while Kiva covered the exterior.

Once Kasumi was through Kiva came in and they moved over to the only opening in the room. There seemed to be some real measure of mercy granted as the spongy material didn’t continue inside.

“I wonder why they didn’t do it in here, either?” he murmured as they started checking out the small storage room they’d come to.

“Could be there’s something in here they don’t like either,” Kasumi said.

“Same thing?” Kiva asked, the slightest bit of anxiety in her voice.

“Not necessarily,” Ethan replied. “Could be any number of things. Hmm…”

“What?” Kiva asked.

“Just... something’s bugging me about this. The way they’re acting so far. There’s just something about it, like I know what it is, but I can’t actually seem to get it. Whenever I go looking for it, begin to reach for it, it slips out of my grasp.”

“Hopefully it’ll come to you, but it might be your imagination,” Kasumi said.

“Yeah,” he agreed unhappily.

They continued checking over the storeroom and although they did find that the boxes and containers on the shelves did contain some useful stuff, none of it looked particularly high-tech. Ethan stepped into an antechamber beyond the only doorway in the room and found that he stood at the center of the structure, all other rooms connected to this one.

“Clear the rooms, then we’ll perform a more thorough search. Quick and quiet,” Kasumi said.

They set to work.

Time passed in the gloom. They got two-minute checkups from Casten over the radio, always reporting no changes, as they cleared the rooms, one by one. From what Ethan could tell, they had made an outpost meant mostly for repairs and tech storage, and then had begrudgingly made room for the human components.

They found a tiny bathroom, a pair of tiny bedrooms, a surprisingly small medical bay, and a cramped galley.

In the end, they found no signs of life.

As they began a more thorough search in the most obvious room, a technical bay loaded with workstations and shelves, Ethan kept pondering the situation. He found his thoughts drifting between it and what must have happened to the tech shed.

It had the feel of something that had been simply abandoned as opposed to attacked. He wondered what had made them abandon it. While the attack on the surface that had turned it all to ash had been rather abrupt, he knew that the civilization underground had fallen apart in bits and pieces. Sometimes it had torn itself apart, sometimes the monsters came and did that, sometimes there were other reasons. Like maybe there was something dangerous nearby.

He wondered if they’d had any warning–

“Oh fuck me,” he whispered, stopping his search.

“What? What’s wrong?” Kasumi replied immediately.

“I think I figured it out. They weren’t threatening us, they were warning us.”

“Warning us about what?” Kiva asked, fear stealing into her voice.

“I don’t know. Something in the area. Something they’re afraid of,” he replied.

Kasumi stared at him for a long moment. She looked uncertain, almost reluctant. “It’s possible you’re transposing human characteristics onto an inhuman group of entities.”

“That is possible, but it’s just… I feel it. And Donovan specifically hired me because he told me I could read the Vast better than anyone else he’s seen. And have I been wrong yet?” he asked.

Kasumi’s frown deepened. “No... not yet. Not in any big way. That doesn’t mean you can’t be wrong now, but…”

“What do we do?” Kiva asked softly.

“Ethan, get out there with them. Kiva and I will keep searching. Maybe you can get a sense if something dangerous is coming.”

“Check,” he replied.

Hurrying back to the window, feeling like he was somehow running out of time, Ethan hopped out and circled back around the tech shed. He half-expected to find everyone else dead, a pile of shredded corpses, but they were all just standing around, if tensely.

“What is it?” Casten asked.

“I think they were warning us, those creatures. They weren’t trying to threaten us away,” Ethan replied.

“What the fuck-why? What could possibly have let you know that?” Eastmore demanded.

“It’s a feeling,” Ethan replied.

“Fucking Christ, a feeling? Are you shitting me?”

“So what does that mean? What are we doing?” Casten pressed.

“Same as before, just... I’m going to check out that tunnel. Stay here,” Ethan replied, and started making his way towards the untouched passage.

The closer he got, the more worried he became.

He genuinely couldn’t tell if it was paranoia or some sense of his telling him he was walking towards danger. His lights revealed more of the tunnel, bit by bit, and he saw nothing but more earth and rock. He walked right up to the threshold and waited, shining his lights in, straining his eyes and his ears to pick something up.

After a moment, he took a step in, then another, and another.

Still nothing. The light revealed more of the same.

Long, tense moments passed.

Finally, Ethan sighed softly. His fear hadn’t abated, but he was beginning to wonder if he was finally wrong about something. God, would that be nice. He’d give a hell of a lot to be able to be wrong here and just go home without any problems.

He turned away from the tunnel after lingering just a bit longer and began making his way back towards the group, who were all watching him closely. He still couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was coming, or perhaps already there.

Ethan had made it about halfway back when he froze.

Something made him look up.

The light was just good enough to reveal something reflective in the cavern’s ceiling, some fifty feet overhead.

Something blue-black.

Something bulbous.

Something familiar.

“Contact overhead!” he screamed in sudden terrified recognition.

The great beast that was lurking in an opening in the cave ceiling dropped down at that moment. It was directly above the group.

Everyone scattered and just barely managed to get out from under it before it smashed into the ground. It landed with such force that everyone was thrown off their feet. As he landed with a heavy grunt, Ethan stared at the huge monster, coming face to face with the realization that they might actually be completely fucked.

It was the same thing he’d encountered while salvaging the immense mining vehicle. The bulletproof, cyclopean nightmare that he’d had to kill(?) by burying it under half a ton of rubble. Well, he thought as he struggled back to his feet, I stopped the last one, we can probably figure out a way to kill this thing.

That was when the titanic thing snatched up Whitlocke in one immense, clawed hand, raised him up over its huge head and, the man screaming and firing wildly, it grasped his torso with its other hand and pulled.

A rain of blood and intestines fell across its misshapen skull as Whitlocke came apart with a sickening ease.

It was like watching someone pull apart taffy.

For a split second, Ethan could actually see his spinal column come loose from his lower half, the detail somehow, for some reason, picked out for him in that instant. He could see the bony strand flail among all the loose, foamy intestines also whipping around wildly.

Still screaming, Whitlocke was thrown in two separate directions.

Almost without thinking about it, Ethan tracked him and put a bullet in his head, knowing there was nothing they could do for him, and he would just lay there bleeding out, every second an eternity as he waited for death to rescue him.

And then the chaos truly began.

“Fall back!” Ethan screamed. “It’s bulletproof!”

He wasn’t sure if they heard him. He could hear Kasumi trying to talk to him over the radio but that was quickly lost to the madness as everyone tried to react. Casten was calm and collected, backing away rapidly as he pumped several rounds into it. Eastmore was firing wildly at the beast while at the same time trying to regain his footing. Stark tried to run.

The beast went for her, backhanding her with a casual ease that picked her up and sent her flying across the cavern. She slammed into the side of the tech shed, bounced off, hit the ground, and didn’t move an inch after she landed.

Ethan felt froze in indecision, unsure of what to do as he watched the pandemonium play out. He kept trying to think back to what worked the last time besides the cave-in he’d caused. Casten kept backing up, firing until he was empty, and hastily reloaded. Eastmore was screaming wildly. The monster seemed to choose to go after him, reaching out with long limbs that ended in massive, razor-sharp claws.

Taking a quick look around, inspiration suddenly struck as he remembered something.

The flare.

He’d used a flare to get its attention last time. It hadn’t been perfect, the beast hadn’t followed when he’d thrown it, but it had reacted strongly to it.

“Fall back! Ceasefire! Now!” Ethan screamed as he dropped his rifle and tore out a flare.

Cracking it, he pulled out his pistol and began firing at the beast while running directly at it. Eastmore ran out of ammo just in time, and Casten was already moving towards him to stop him from firing again, having heard the ceasefire command and also knowing that Eastmore would not be ceasing fire.

It worked. The behemoth turned its great eye on him, and he swore he saw dark malevolence boiling in its gaze. Screaming and waving the flare wildly as he kept firing, Ethan dodged around it at the last second and barely managed to escape its claws. He kept on running. He could hear someone yelling his name vaguely but ignored it.

This was do or die, here and now.

He kept running towards the edge of the cliff they’d climbed to get up here, praying to who or whatever might be listening that the drop was enough to kill it. He ran until he barely managed to skid to a halt and avoid going over himself.

The ground thundered as the beast chased him, getting closer.

Spinning around, he raised the flare and waved it back and forth as the monster barreled towards him with a single-minded determination, roaring wildly.

“Come on, motherfucker!” he screamed.

At the last second, he threw the flare at it, hitting it in the face, and then dove out of the way. The monster went right over the edge. He heard its roar all the way down until an impact loud enough to sound like an explosion ruptured. Ethan stepped up to the edge, grasping the scaffolding that supported the broken elevator, and looked down.

He laughed, a short, loud, wild bark of a laugh as he saw that it had not only face-planted but done so directly onto a stalagmite. It had punched through the back of its head, managing to penetrate its bulletproof hide.

It was dead.

“Tell me that thing is fucking dead!” Eastmore yelled.

“It’s dead!” he called back. “Check on Stark!”

Ethan turned back around and surveyed the scene. He could see the impact crater from where it had landed. Could see Casten picking something up from the ground. Could see Eastmore standing there and staring at…

Whitlocke’s remains.

He saw Kasumi looking momentarily lost. Kiva working quickly to help Stark.

Ethan looked at the tunnel. Were there more?

Were they coming right now?

That seemed to rouse him. He began walking, pausing to pick up his pistol, which he’d dropped somewhere along the way, and then moving for his rifle.

“Kasumi,” he said, pausing as he passed her when he saw she still looked stymied. She shook her head, blinked, looked at him. “Did you find it?”

“Not yet,” she replied.

“You should get back in there with Casten and find it,” he said. “There might be more.”

She jerked, just a little, and looked up at the hole in the ceiling, then at the tunnel. Finally, she nodded. “Casten, with me. Ethan, Eastmore... keep watch.”

Casten moved to join her and the two of them headed back to the tech shed. They stopped briefly by Kiva, but it was clear she was too busy working on Stark to say anything, so they left her to it. Ethan walked over to his rifle.

It had ended up near Whitlocke’s upper half.

Eastmore was standing there, staring at him.

“You shot him,” Eastmore said after Ethan had retrieved his rifle.

“I did,” Ethan agreed.

Eastmore was unusually subdued, quiet for a long time. “I know he’d appreciate it,” he said finally, and then crouched beside him and began patting his detached torso down.

“Who’s gonna tell his family?” Ethan murmured.

“He’s got no family,” Eastmore replied. “Probably a few women who will cry about it, but he’s got no kids. His parents are dead. No one else.” He finished his job, stood up, then looked over at the man’s legs, some fifteen feet away. He sighed heavily and began walking towards them. “Probably for the best.”

Ethan lingered for a moment, took another look around, then walked over to Kiva.

“How is she?” he asked.

“She’ll live, I think,” Kiva muttered.

Stark looked pretty bad. She was bruising terribly, half her face swollen, and she had at a minimum one broken limb, which Kiva had already splinted.

“Getting her home is going to be a fucking nightmare,” he said.

“Yes, it is.” Kiva kept working, her head down, focusing intently on Stark. When she spoke again, her tone was oddly deliberate. “Ethan...I’m reasonably sure I saw a torso over there. Without legs. But I don’t know who it was.”

“Whitlocke’s dead,” Ethan replied.

“Ah.” A pause. “Unfortunate.”

“Very... you gonna be all right?”

“I’ll be fine. If anything, I’m afraid you’ll think I’m a monster.”

“What? Why?”

“I can compartmentalize when it comes to stuff like this. Especially when it comes to death. And, truth be told, I didn’t know him that well.”

“Kiva... it’s okay. Everyone deals with it differently. I’m not going to think you’re a monster if you don’t cry about it.”

“Thank you,” she murmured.

Ethan stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do, and then decided to patrol around for a bit, just to have something to do.

After a few moments, his radio crackled, and Kasumi’s voice came on. “We’ve found the piece of tech we’re looking for and secured it. We’ve found a few more good pieces, too. We’re going to spend five more minutes hunting for anything else, and then we’re going to leave. If anyone gets even a whiff of another one of those things, we leave immediately.”

“Understood,” Ethan replied, and continued his patrol, staying close to Kiva.


Epilogue




“You’re still awake,” Ember murmured quietly.

“Sorry,” Ethan replied.

She sighed. “Don’t be sorry, for God’s sake. Ethan, I swear–” She stopped. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get angry.”

Ethan rolled onto his back and slipped an arm around her. Ember immediately got closer, lying against him, her naked body so soft and smooth and warm beneath the blankets.

“I’m not mad at you, Ember.”

“I’m sorry, I’m just having trouble dealing with this. Something’s really bothering you about your last mission. I can tell and I don’t know how to help.”

“It’s... I think sometimes there’s nothing that can help,” he replied after a moment. “And that isn’t your fault. It’s no one’s fault. But I understand how absolutely miserable that can be. So I do want to say that you being here, trying to help me? It does help, in some way. A very important way. Maybe even the most important way. You just have to be patient, I have to be patient, and I know that’s not easy for either of us.”

“It’s not,” she murmured, “but thank you. I’m glad to know I’m doing something.”

“You’re doing a lot more than something.”

For a moment, they lay there together in the darkness.

They’d stayed the five minutes, and it was the right call, because Kasumi managed to locate two other incredibly rare and important pieces of tech. Kiva had stabilized Stark. And getting her back home had been a massive, arduous undertaking. Made even more arduous by the fact that they had to also haul back both halves of Whitlocke. Probably the only good thing after that was that nothing else attacked them.

They never saw even a hint of the strange creatures.

They got back through the tunnels and caverns, carefully climbed back up into the remains of Refuge, and then had taken the vehicle back home. Stark had woken up shortly after they began driving. She asked what happened, and they told her. She then asked, calmly, if she could be given very, very strong painkillers and Kiva had agreed.

She’d been back out within five minutes and was still unconscious when Ethan and Kiva left Crawler HQ.

They had done it, though.

They’d gotten the crucial device back home and properly installed. Almost no one knew there had even been a problem. They’d also managed to find some crucial components for the power core and the hydroponic garden.

By all accounts, it was a success.

But he’d been distant ever since he saw Whitlocke come apart at the waist. Sort of flat, quiet, almost like he was sleepwalking. He’d felt it before, he knew it was some kind of shock. He wondered if it should bother him that it was already starting to wear off.

He realized with a start that Kiva was also still awake.

Gently, he reached out with his other hand and touched her arm. Without a word she rolled over and against him, and he wrapped his arm around her as well.

“Hi,” she murmured.

“Hello, pretty woman,” he replied.

She giggled. “Shut up.”

“Just telling the truth.”

“What about me?” Ember asked.

“You’re hot woman,” he replied.

“Why? Because my name is Ember?”

He snorted. “No. You’re hot, Kiva’s pretty. And you’re both beautiful.”

“He’s right,” Kiva said. “Mostly.”

“Not mostly, definitely pretty.”

She sighed heavily. “Shut up.”

“What makes me hot?” Ember asked. “And not pretty?”

“Your eyes,” Ethan said.

“Really?” Ember replied.

“Yeah,” Kiva said, “he’s right. They’re... smoldering. Just sexy. And the shape of your face.”

“I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.”

They fell silent and a long moment passed.

“I’m awake too, you know,” Kasumi murmured.

Ethan jumped a little. “Jesus Christ, I thought you were down like a stone.”

“I think you just forgot I was here,” she replied.

“You do make yourself kind of unknown a lot, like fade into the background, Kasumi,” Ember said.

“Fair,” Kasumi replied.

He heard her shifting, on Kiva’s other side, and then suddenly she crawled onto him beneath the blanket. She settled down and fit there nicely, being the smallest.

“Hello,” she murmured.

“Hi,” he replied.

“So what am I?” she asked.

“Sexy,” Ethan replied. “Sexy ice queen.”

She laughed. “Ice queen, huh?”

“Oh yes. Ice empress,” Ember said.

“I see.”

They fell silent again. After a bit, Kasumi spoke up. “So, Ethan... are you all right?”

He considered it. He thought about what had happened so far. He thought of the future that was to come. The Crawling that no doubt needed to be done, and soon. The Vast. The fights. Helping Ember and Lena with the Pit.

He came back to where he was right here and right now, surrounded by three amazing, beautiful women.

“Yeah, I’m all right.”
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