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CHAPTER ONE

The First Fracture

The kitchen sink groaned under the weight of dishes—cereal bowls crusted with milk, coffee mugs stained with lipstick, a single wine glass dusted with fingerprints. Grace Whitaker scrubbed, her cream fur matted under a faded apron, the sink’s steam curling her auburn waves into frizz. Her tail lashed once, the red tip flicking soap bubbles onto the linoleum. 
Seven years of this. 
Seven years of Paul’s “late nights,” of Trace’s sullen silences, of Casey’s nightmares.
She didn’t hear the front door slam.

“Grace.” Paul Whitaker’s voice slithered through the kitchen, whiskey-thick. He loomed in the doorway, his bulkier frame swallowing the light, the gray tuft atop his head matted from another day of “client meetings.” His tie hung loose, reeking of bourbon and something floral. Perfume.

Grace knew the smell all too well. How many times had this same scene repeated; she couldn’t remember now. Long passed were the days of kisses upon his return, and of dinners shared as a family.
“Dinner’s cold,” she said, not turning.

“S’fine. Ate at the office.” He shrugged off his blazer, the motion careless, and tossed it onto Casey’s forgotten backpack. A crayon snapped underfoot as he stepped over it, cracking under his clawed pads.
Grace’s claws dug into a plate. “Casey’s art project was in there.”

“So? Kids crap. Shouldn’t leave it where it can be broken.”
The plate cracked as it slipped from Grace’s hands. Careless… cold…
Upstairs, Trace Whitaker, 12 years old and already sharp-edged, pressed his ear to the vent. His cream fur bristled, the red tip of his tail twitching like a metronome, colorations mimicking that of his mother, yet not quite as broken as her. Behind him, Casey Whitaker crouched under his bed, her pink braid fraying, her paws clamped over Mr. Otter’s ears as her pink-tipped tail curled inward.
“Stop squirming,” Trace hissed. He rolled his eyes, often having to entertain his little sister’s company whenever these events occurred. Wish she’d stop having those nightmares, jeez…
“Is Daddy yelling again?” Casey whispered.

“No.”

A lie. Paul’s voice boomed through the floorboards: “You’re paranoid!”

Casey whimpered. 
Trace tossed her a gummy worm from his secret stash. He didn’t often part with his snacks, but this was always a special case. If anything, it would silence his sister’s cries. “Eat this. Quietly.”

The argument downstairs continued.
“You think I don’t see?” Grace’s claws raked the countertop, leaving grooves in the laminate. “The lipstick on your collar? The calls at midnight? Text messages you hide whenever I enter the room?”

Paul laughed, a low, ugly sound. “Jealous? Maybe if you put effort in—” He gestured to her apron, the sweatpants, and the way her breasts strained against a decade-old bra. “—you’d get some attention.”

Trace held his breath, his ears pricked. Casey’s tail stilled.  

Grace’s voice rose, sharp as shattered glass. “You think I’m stupid? That I won’t notice you’ve been… gone? And what about the children?”  

“You think I care?” he roared, slamming his fist on the counter. “You’re always busy with those kids! You forgot what I need!”  

The words hung, poison-tipped. Grace’s paw found the wine glass—her mother’s, from the honeymoon—and hurled it. Paul ducked. It shattered against the fridge, raining crystal over Casey’s macaroni art. She paused, panting heavily and wide-eyed at her own actions. Her fingers curled, numb from the motion and the results it carried.
Paul’s laughter was wet, broken. “You’re pathetic, Grace. Clinging to a family that’s dead.”  

“It’s not dead!” she screamed. “Not until you kill it!”  

Paul’s fist connected with her jaw before she could flinch. 

“Psycho,” he spat, retreating to the living room. The TV blared. “The only one killing things around here is you.”
Upstairs, Casey clutched her stuffed otter as Trace’s face went numb. He tugged his sister’s pajama shirt. “C’mon.” 

Paul left again. The door slammed right as they reached the stairs.

Grace slumped against the counter, her tears dripping into the sink. Casey clung to Trace, his claws digging into her back.  

Grace’s laughter was hollow, broken. “Stay in your room,” she whispered to the kids, her voice a stranger’s. “And… *don’t tell anyone.”  
Grace trembled. In the cupboard, behind the oatmeal she’d bought to “fix their cholesterol,” sat a bottle of Merlot. A gift from book club. Unopened. Waiting.
The cork popped with a whimper.

“Just once.” It felt like a laced lie. The poison inside couldn’t hide what was happening, though perhaps the apple never fell far from the tree as memories of her own mother swam a crooked path inside her mind.
Grace stared at the bottle, its amber glow mocking her. The argument with Paul echoed in her bones—his laughter, the perfume, the lie. She’d tried to hold it together for the kids, but now the house was quiet, the children sent away, and the void in her chest yawned wider, and her jaw still burned. 

Just one sip, she told herself.  

The glass clinked as she poured, the liquid smooth and sweet on her tongue.  

It tasted like fire and forgiveness.  

She drank again, the burn easing into a numb warmth. The kitchen lights blurred, but Trace’s laughter from earlier that night flickered in her mind—his game controller, Casey’s tail flicking at his ankles. They were her anchors, the only things keeping her tethered to this life.  

Just one more, she thought, refilling the glass.  

In an hour, the bottle was half-empty. Grace stumbled up the stairs, staring at the attic. The children always hid there when she and Paul argued. They were perfect, innocent, unbroken.
“You’re my miracles.” she whispered, her voice slurred. “Don’t let him… break you.”  

Upstairs in the attic was their “secret base,” now a nest of comic books and stolen snacks. He strung up fairy lights with shaking claws, their glow pooling over Casey’s tear-streaked fur. The lights, old, flickered as he struggled to get their glow to steady.
“Why’s Mom crying?” she asked.

“Allergies.”

“But—”

“I said allergies!”

Casey flinched. 
Trace hated himself, instantly regretting his tone. It wasn’t her fault, nor was it his. At least that’s what he tried to tell himself.
Below, the TV laughed. The wine bottle emptied.

At midnight, Grace stumbled upstairs, the Merlot a hot coil in her gut, the kids now back in their own beds. She paused at Trace’s door, her paw hovering. I should check. I should apologize.
Paul’s snores rattled down the hall, having returned home as a silent storm.
She retreated, tears streaking her cheeks as she staggered away. The pain was still there, scorching through the numbness within her body.
In the kitchen, the moon bled through the blinds, spotlighting the shards of her mother’s glass. Grace knelt, gathering them into a dustpan. Seven years.
The first cut was an accident.

The second wasn’t as crimson ran in streaks down her faded fur. She stared at it, listening to drips that dripped in an unnaturally loud tone upon the kitchen floor.
At least pain was a feeling. It was better than nothing.

That was what she tried to tell herself.

CHAPTER TWO
The Fading Light
The Merlot slithered through Grace’s veins, warm and venomous, as she slumped at the kitchen table. The shattered glass had been swept aside, but glittering dust still clung to the floorboards, catching the moonlight like trapped stars. 
She hid the new bottle in the pantry, behind the cereal boxes. The next night, after Paul’s latest lie, she’d drank again—three glasses this time. The numbness was a relief, a blanket over the guilt and the fear.  

The children didn’t notice at first. Grace became an expert at hiding the tremor in her claws, the slurred syllables, the way her reflection in the mirror seemed to shrink.  

Her third—fourth?—glass trembled in her paw, the liquid sloshing over the rim.

On Tuesday, she forgot to pick up Trace from school. On Thursday, she burned the pancakes. The kids asked if she was “okay,” and she laughed, too loud, too bright. “Never better,” she lied, her claws digging into the counter.

One night, Casey found the bottle. Grace snatched it away, her voice a whip. “That’s… medicine.”

Another night, Grace’s claws trembled as she poured another glass. The children’s voices echoed through the house—their laughter, their questions, their need for her—and she drank faster, the whiskey a salve and a sentence.  

Just enough to make it through the day, she told herself.  

But the days were bleeding into weeks by now, and the weeks into a fog. Paul’s lies grew louder, the children’s eyes older, and the void in her chest became a monster she could only feed with the bottle’s promise. 
“Mama?”

Grace blinked, her long ears flicking, the word syrupy in her ears. Casey stood in the doorway, her cream fur rumpled from bed, pink braid unraveling, clutching a picture book to her chest. “The Brave Little Firefly.”
“Go… go back to bed, baby,” Grace slurred, her tail knocking over an empty bottle. Thirty-six years have brought you here? Don’t let her see you like this…
“But you promised.” Casey padded closer, oblivious to the glass dust. “We didn’t finish the story. The firefly’s lost, remember?”

Thump-thump-thump. Trace’s footsteps pounded down the attic stairs. “Casey!”

Grace’s vision swam. Her daughter’s face split into twins, then triplets—innocent, pleading, judging. They were laughing at her, mocking her for being so weak. Weak? That was it. She couldn’t control anything. What a waste.
“Please, Mama?” Casey held out the book, her claws denting the cover. “Just one chapter?”

Trace skidded into the kitchen, his red-tipped tail bristling. “I told you not to come down!”

Casey flinched but stood her ground. “I need her to finish it!”

Grace laughed, a wet, broken sound. “Mommy’s… busy.” Her finger ran the inside rim of the glass. It sat empty, and the bottle wasn’t much farther behind.
“You’re drinking,” Trace snapped, hauling Casey back. “Like him.”

The words struck. Grace lurched upright, the table screeching. “I’m nothing like him!” Her snarl was a threat, but one that faded quickly. She sat back down, hiccupping as she choked down the fear.
Casey sniffled as the hands clutching her storybook lowered, her head lowering as ears that had heard too much folded back.
A flicker.

A firefly zigzagged through the cracked window, its glow erratic, drawn to the shimmering glass dust that danced in the deep glow of the kitchen light. Grace tracked it, her pupils dilating.

“Look!” Casey whispered, awe cutting through her sobs. “A real firefly!”

It landed on the counter, unaware, its abdomen pulsing dot-dash-dot.

Grace’s claws twitched.

“Can we keep it?” Casey reached out.

“No.”

Grace slammed her glass down, missing the insect by inches. Wine splattered the pages of The Brave Little Firefly where Casey had set it down. The creature took off, panicked, colliding with the fridge.

“Mama, stop!”

Trace yanked Casey away as Grace swiped again, her movements drunken, desperate. The firefly darted left—

Crunch.
Silence.

Grace’s paw lifted, revealing a smeared greenish glow on the countertop. The firefly’s light guttered, then died.

Casey stood, her lower lip trembling at the sight of the crushed light that so briefly illuminated the creeping shadows of the room.
“It’s just a bug,” Grace muttered, standing, but only making it a few steps before slumping against the wall of the entryway. The room spun, her head throbbing in a dull ache. She glanced at her hand where the last of the insect’s light still clung to her fur. “Stupid… annoying…”

Trace covered Casey’s eyes, but she wrenched free, her pink-tipped tail quivering. “You killed it!”

“Go. To. Bed.”

Casey fled, the ruined book clutched to her chest. Trace lingered, his voice trembling with fury. “You’re just as bad as he is. Thought you knew better. How could you do that to her? Monster.” Trace walked away, not even looking back at her.
Grace didn’t argue.

The couch swallowed her, the moonlight now a spotlight. Her paw, still sticky with bioluminescent guts, hung limp over the edge.

Dot-dash-dot.
The code flickered once in her fogged mind, then faded like her consciousness. 
***
Morning light stabbed through grease-smeared windows, exposing the carnage: wine-stained couch cushions, the ghostly smear of the firefly’s corpse on the counter, Casey’s picture book splayed open to a ripped page—The Brave Little Firefly’s wings torn down the spine. Grace hunched over the coffee table, her cream fur matted, and a fresh bottle of Merlot already half-dead beside her.

The only thing more painful than the throb of her head was the memories of last night. Or were they nightmares? The reflection that gazed back at her repeated the words Trace had muttered before he went upstairs.

Monster.

Paul’s voice boomed from the hallway, his tie crooked, breath reeking of last night’s bourbon. “You’re a mess.”

Grace didn’t look up. “You’re late.”

“Had a meeting.” He walked by her, trying to fix the tie with little success.
Grace rose on wobbly legs, trying her best to steady herself with whatever furniture extended its invisible arm. “With who? Your secretary’s tits?”

The slap cracked like a gunshot, but Grace only laughed.
Upstairs, Trace shoved Casey’s crayons into her backpack, his red-tipped tail lashing. “Hurry up. We’re late.”

Casey crouched on the floor, her pink braid dragging through a pile of drawings—fireflies with X’s for eyes, a fennec mom with wineglass claws. “I need to fix it,” she whispered.

Trace sighed, stopping to look at her with a raised eyebrow. They didn’t have time for this. “Fix what?”

She pointed to the window. Another firefly buzzed against the glass, dazed, its glow flickering dot-dash-dot. “They’re all lost.” She stabbed gently at the eyes of her drawings, her expression blank.
“Leave it!” Trace yanked her up. “They’re just bugs.” He hurried with her down the stairs. The last thing they needed was to miss the bus again.
The kitchen was a war zone. Paul had left for work, slamming the door hard enough to rattle the shattered mug in the trash. Grace swayed at the sink, scrubbing the same plate for the tenth time. Her body was stiff, her hand occasionally brushing the side of her face.
Casey froze in the doorway, her paw tightening around Trace’s. “Mama? There’s another—”

The firefly zipped past Grace’s ear.

Her ears flicked, a snarl forming on her lips. “No.” She dropped the plate, soap suds slithering down her apron. “No, no, NO—”

“Mama, it’s lost!” Casey lunged, cupping her paws around the insect. “We can help it—”

Grace’s claws closed around Casey’s wrist. “DROP IT.”

“Ow, ow, ow!” Casey whimpered, trying to get free.

Drawn to his little sister’s distress, Trace lunged. “Let go!” He slammed into Grace, teeth bared. “You’re hurting her!”

The firefly escaped, darting upstairs. Grace stumbled back, her bloodshot eyes wild. “You little shit—” She tilted her head, eyes staring but unseeing. Perhaps there was a monster there after all, hidden behind the mask of a mother.
Or perhaps the mask of the poison in her hand.

Casey scrambled away, cradling her wrist as she whimpered. “It was scared! Like the story—”

“STORIES LIE!” Grace roared, hurling the Merlot bottle. It exploded against the wall, shards raining over Casey’s backpack. “Lies! All of it! Fairytales and happiness are just a myth!”
“Move, now!” Trace ordered, shielding her as they ran for the door.
Grace’s unfocused eyes couldn’t look away. Trace’s silhouette in the doorway—the curve of his shoulders, the sway of his body—taunted her. The alcohol’s warmth coiled in her chest, a fire she couldn’t name.

Outside, the school bus roared, leaving the street of their home. 

Trace sighed, clutching his sister’s hand as he watched it flee. “Come on. We’ll take the shortcut like last time.”

They would be late again. The teachers grew suspicious. Trace did his best to cover for them. Wounds from playing in the yard and stains from helping with chores.
More lies, but it was all he knew.
After school, the attic became a bunker. Trace dragged the mattress under the fading light of the window, his claws pricking the fairy lights’ cord. “Plug it in.”

Casey sniffled, clutching Mr. Otter. “Why?”

“Just do it!” Again, harsher than he wanted.
She obeyed. The lights flickered to life, casting their glow over her drawings taped to the walls—fireflies with superhero capes, a tree house with a pepper flag. Casey had recently grown obsessed with plants, claiming that new life helps heal other life. It was a silly kid’s conviction.
Trace ripped a page, scribbling numbers: 1 blink = YES, 2 blinks = NO, 3 blinks = HELP.

“We need a code,” he muttered. “To talk. Without her.”

Casey pointed to the firefly now perched on the windowsill, its light steady. “What about dot-dash-dot?”

“Dot-dash-dot,” Trace repeated. He strung a flashlight around her neck. “Use it. Only when it’s bad, okay?” He did it for her. Fireflies were Casey’s favorite, her own sanctum from the dark.
That night, Grace staggered the quiet hallways. The bottle hissed as she refilled her glass. Control, she told herself. Protection. The children were her anchors, but anchors could drag as easily as they held.  
She stopped at Trace’s door again and inhaled.  He’s slipping away, the alcohol hissed. Take what you can before he’s gone.  

She gagged, the words not hers, yet too hers.  

Later, she stared at her reflection—pale, frayed, a stranger. Paul’s face overlapped it, his betrayal a scar she couldn’t scrub clean.  

Trace is safe, she told the mirror. Pure.  

But her claws traced his name in the condensation, the letters blurring.  

Dawn found her vomiting into the sink, the bottle empty. Trace’s concerned face swam into view. “Are you… okay?”  

“Fine,” she lied, her voice a rasp. “Just… sick.”  

He didn’t believe her, but he left.  

Grace’s claws carved sorry into the countertop, the letters shallow, unforgiving.  

The thoughts returned that night—louder, sharper. Trace’s door stayed closed, but she lingered outside, her claws trembling.  

He’s yours, the wine whispered. Take what’s yours.  

She fled to the living room, and Grace passed out on the couch, the empty bottle cradled like a lover. Trace watched the driveway, waiting for Paul’s headlights. Casey traced the bruise on her wrist, blinking the fairy lights—dot-dash-dot, dot-dash-dot—until the attic hummed like a heartbeat.

CHAPTER THREE
Scars Formed
The house held its breath.

Paul’s side of the bed hadn’t creaked in hours. Grace’s third bottle of Merlot sat half-dead on the nightstand, its neck slick under her trembling claws. Downstairs, the TV droned static—left on, forgotten—as she stumbled into the hallway.

“Gone again… who could love a monster?” She sucked down another swig from the bottle, drowning her tears. “I have… ” Her reflection in the glass now had two faces, three, none.  

Control, she thought. Control is all that matters.  

Trace’s door was ajar, beckoning her like a silent gesture. “Not a monster.”
Her son lay curled on his side, tail tucked close, his cream fur silvered by moonlight. Twelve years old, still small enough to look like her baby, still sharp enough to glare like Paul—the Paul she used to know. Tender and loving.

Control, the alcohol hissed. Protect him from Paul. From himself. From everything.
“Trace…?” Her whisper slithered across the room, wine-heavy.

He stirred, ears flicking as he sat up in his bed. His body was tense out of reflex, never knowing if he’d wake to another fight. “Mom?”

She swayed in the doorway, her pink silk robe askew, breasts spilling from the poorly tied sash. “Can’t… sleep.”

Trace sat up, wary. “Where’s Dad?” He scanned the room through the darkness, unease creeping up the fur above his spin, making his skin crawl.
“Does it matter?” She lurched forward, collapsing onto his bed. The stench of fermented grapes choked the air. “You’re so much nicer. Not a monster. Not yet.”
“Mom—” Trace attempted to move away, but couldn’t.
Her claws found his cheek, smearing tears he hadn’t realized he’d shed. “You’re… good. Not like him. My good, good… boy.”
Trace froze. Her touch slithered lower—clavicle, chest, the hem of his pajamas—her breath hot and sour.

“Stop.” His breath hitched in his throat, caught between a scream and a whimper. “Mom!”
She didn’t. This is love, she told herself. This is protection.  
The fairy lights in the attic pulsed once—Casey’s signal—then died.

Grace’s lips were chapped, her tongue foreign as it left her muzzle. Trace’s mind splintered:

This isn’t happening.
The fairy lights— they’re blinking?
Casey needs me.
Her paw groped, insistent, under the waistband of his sleep pants.

“Mom!”

“Shh… my good boy.” Her other claw clamped over his muzzle, her wedding band biting his lip. “Our… secret.” Her hand squeezed between his legs, a venomous moan escaping her mouth as she licked along his neck. “My… my… growing little man. You can make it go away, can’t you?” Grace’s mind was a spiraling mess as she sat back, letting her robe fall from her body as she moved in like a predator over its kill.
She barely heard the sound of Trace’s fearful cries, her hands pinning him under her as her body swayed. Grace’s claws dug into Trace’s shoulders, her wine-slick breath hissing through clenched teeth. The bed frame, old and weary, groaned a rhythm that drowned out the crickets outside. Trace stared past her—through her—at the crack in the ceiling shaped like a lightning bolt.

Trace whimpered, Count the water stains. Three. Five. Seven.
Her hips jerked, desperate. “Trace…” His name slipped out like a prayer, her free hand groping her swaying breasts. “Don’t fight. I’m saving you.” Wrong. This is wrong. But her body thrummed with a heat she hadn’t felt in years, her nipples taut. His whimper was pleading, hungry, and her resolve frayed. A whimper lodged in her throat. Too much. Not enough. Her muzzle dipped, breath ghosting over him, and he arched with a choked sigh.

“M-Mom… please…?” he slurred, eyes fluttering.

“Sleep,” she soothed, pressing a claw to his lips. “It’s just… a nice dream.” Her tongue flicked out, tasting the salt of his sweat in his fur, and his thighs jerked. Gods, he’s— Her body swallowed his length greedily, the wine’s burn nothing compared to the heat of him filling her. So filling.
Trace moaned, claws digging into her thighs. “Don’t… please… it feels bad…”

“Hush,” she purred, riding faster.
He squeezed clumsily, and she groaned, vibrations rippling through him. His hips pistoned in erratic thrusts, and she let him—needed him to spill, to claim this secret victory.

A floorboard creaked downstairs.

Grace froze, ears swiveling. Casey? But the silence held. She glanced up, finding Trace’s hazy gaze locked on her, half-lidded and dazed. “… this is a drean… not real…” She withdrew with a sickening squelch, cradling his face. Her thumb smeared her own wetness across his lips. “Dreams… teach us things.”

Tonight, the lie held.

“Look at me.”

He didn’t.

Her slap was half-hearted, her claws retracted. His cheek stung.

Fourteen. Sixteen.
She collapsed onto his chest, her breasts mashing against his ribs. Merlot and sweat. Rotting roses.

She slipped out once the dream ended, sticky and shaking, the ghost of him still pulsing between her thighs.

The crack branches here. Like the time Casey dropped her snow globe.
The ceiling blurred. Trace’s claws found the mattress seams, tearing threads.
Somewhere, a firefly battered itself against glass.

Grace stumbled back to her room, trailing Merlot-scented apologies that were forgotten as she retched into the toilet of the master bathroom.
Trace lay rigid, his claws fisted in sheets that reeked of her, of wine, of rot. Tears stained his pillow, his clothing lying discarded on the floor of his room, too dirty for him to touch. There would be no dreams that night. Even nightmares refused to cross the boundaries of his room.
The attic lights blinked—dot-dash-dot, dot-dash-dot—but he didn’t answer.

***

The house had stopped creaking.

It knew better.

Casey’s door creaked open, followed by his own.
“Trace…?”

He rolled over, tail curling to hide the stain. “Go away.” He couldn’t let her know about the monster that had attacked him. It would ruin her. It was a secret he had to keep to protect her.
“I heard—”

“Bad dream.” He still wouldn’t look at her. “Nothing else. Go back to sleep.”
Her silence was worse.

CHAPTER FOUR
DEEP ROT
Paul worked later. Grace drank earlier. Some nights, she’d hover in Trace’s doorway, the bottle dangling from her claws.
“Need you.”

He stopped locking the door. It wouldn’t matter anyway. She’d found ways in the prior when he’d tried to prevent it. The lock was always undone; the barriers were always knocked down. The thought of what might happen otherwise remained constant. After all, his door came first, Casey’s second.
Trace’s fur grew matted. His grades plummeted as focus and “nightmares” took root inside him.
At school, Jenna Myers, a female wolf in his grade, passed him a note: “U ok?”
He ate it, just like he did his emotions and fear.
Things only degraded further as the days turned to weeks. Paul had stopped engaging the family whenever he was home, and Grace missed Casey’s recital as empty bottles filled the trash. The fights were fading, but the silence hurt even more.
“Mom’s sick,” Trace lied, fixing Casey’s braid in the parking lot.

“Liar.” Casey looked at him, then away.
Trace knew she could sense the change in not only their home, but him as well. His hands were hardened. The word hung.

That night, Grace clawed at him again, her breath sour, something he’d grown used to—something he’d grown to hate.

“No.” His statement was weak.
Her tears were hot, her grip hotter. “Please. I’m nothing without—”

He let her.

The bed didn’t creak this time.
Something else would one night. A haunting memory that broke Trace further.
The TV droned a sitcom laugh track. Trace’s claws tightened around the couch arm, Casey nestled against his side, her pink braid tickling his ribs. The "family movie night" was a lie—Paul had left hours ago, a text blared: “Working late. Order pizza.”
Grace appeared like a shadow that devoured the room, her motions staggered, eyes lit like that of a hunter in the dark. “Grape juice,” she purred, holding out two glasses. The liquid glinted, syrupy, artificially sweet. “For the good kids… for good times. Go on.”
Casey’s nose wrinkled as she sniffed the glass, her face contorting. “It’s… thick.”

“Trust me.” Grace’s claws squeezed Trace’s shoulder, her breath warm against his ear. “Drink up. Let’s relax tonight.”
Trace knew what it was. He’d smelled it on her each night she tore out a piece of him. “Mom, don’t—” He glanced at Casey, seeing her confusion.
Grace’s grip on Trace’s shoulder tightened. “Or I tell Dad about the attic lights,” she hissed.

The glasses clinked.

The first sip tasted like candy.

The second like betrayal.

Casey giggled, her cheeks flushing. “Tastes like… like…”

“Family,” Grace finished, refilling their glasses. 
The room tilted. Trace’s vision blurred—two Grace’s, three, the wine-stained couch grinning back. “Casey… ” Her safety was all he could think about. All the nights he’d let Grace claim him, so she wouldn’t be next.
The silk robe slid from Grace’s body, now bare before them. “Mount me,” Grace commanded, her voice a wet purr.

Trace shuddered. No. “What?”

“Oh? You don’t want her to see?” She leaned closer, licking his ear. “Then show her. Mount her. Like a horse. You know how.” Her claws dragged down his spine, forcing him upright. “Show your sister.”

Casey’s laughter died. “Huh—”

“Shut up, baby.” Grace shoved Trace toward her, his knees hitting the coffee table. The grape juice burned his throat, his mind fogging. “You’re the horsie, and Trace is your knight… with his brave sword.”
Casey’s drunken eyes widened. “Tracey…”

He didn’t fight. If he did, she’d hurt them in that state. Perhaps it was the only way to save her now—to save them.

Grace’s claws guided him—hips, knees, the angle of his tail. Casey’s pajamas bunched under him, her claws scratching his back.

“Look at her,” Grace growled. “She’s yours now.”

Trace’s vision swam. Casey’s tears were silent, her breath hitching as Grace’s paw squeezed his unwilling erection. “Not like this… please… ”
His plea fell on deaf ears.

“Do it,” she hissed. “Fix your family.”

The TV laughed louder. 

Trace moved, the tightness too much to handle. Casey was too young, too innocent. Not like this. The words repeated in his hazy mind like a chant.

He moved deeper. Hoter. Tighter. Not because he wanted to.

Because Grace’s claws bit into his thigh, her claws drawing blood. “Again. Faster.” She drooled on his neck, their forced coupling filling the room. Casey was lost between intoxicated giggles and forced, confused moans. The sight was a horrible thing that Trace wished he could scrub from his mind. Even bleach wouldn’t cure it.

Casey’s muffled scream was a wet sob when the release came. She didn’t know what it was. A terrible feeling brought by his motions and their mothers relentless fingers.

The grape juice pooled in his belly, sour now, metallic.

Tomorrow’s problem.
Paul’s footsteps echoed in the driveway.

Grace didn’t stop.

“Dad’s home,” Casey whimpered. Her eyes pleaded for help.
“Good,” Grace smirked. “Watch.”

The front door creaked open.

Paul’s voice, distant, called, “You kids—”

Grace cut him off with a raised claw. Hush.
Silence.

***

They woke tangled in the rug, the glasses empty, the TV’s laugh track still looping. Grace was gone. Pale light stabbed through the blinds like shivs, carving the kitchen into jagged stripes of pain. Grace hunched over the sink, her skull throbbing in time with the drip-drip of the faucet. Behind her, Trace now slumped at the table, face buried in his arms, while Casey listlessly poked at cereal gone soggy in blood-warm milk.

Failure rang through Trace’s mind.

The smell hit first—coffee grounds and bile. Grace turned, her robe gaping to reveal bite marks along her ribs. “Eat,” she croaked, nodding at Casey’s bowl.

Casey whimpered, legs shifting uncomfortably in her chair. “My… my tummy hurts…”

Grace’s claws clattered against a mug. “Growing pains.” The lie curdled in the air.

Trace flinched at the sound. His hoodie sleeves were pulled past his knuckles, hiding the crescent marks she’d left. “Mom,” he rasped, voice raw from last night’s screams. “We… we gotta talk about—”

“No.” The mug shattered in the sink. Casey yelped, milk splashing the table.

Grace was on her in a heartbeat, licking the spill in a drunken manner. “Waste… not,” she giggled, tongue lapping too close to Casey’s trembling paw.

Trace stood so fast his chair toppled. “Stop it!”

The words hung, brittle. Grace froze, muzzle glistening. Then her laughter bubbled—dark, wet, unhinged. “Or what?” She prowled toward him, the robe slipping off one hip. “You’ll tell Daddy how you split your sister open?”

He backed into the fridge, eyes wild. “I didn’t— you made us—”

Her claws caged his throat. “You came.” Her breath reeked of rot and Merlot. “Twice.”

Casey slid off her chair, a thin trail of blood snaking down her thigh. “I… I wanna go to school…”

Grace turned, pupils blown wide. “School’s for good girls.” She yanked Casey’s skirt up, revealing the bruises. “You think they’d want this?”


Trace grabbed his sister, hurrying to their room where he helped dress her and then rushed out the door, Grace’s laughter echoing behind them even after he slammed it shut.


The house groaned, even when they weren’t home.

***

Trace’s birthday arrived like uninvited guests—bright balloons tethered to anchors of memory. Grace baked a vanilla cake, the kind Trace used to love before he started flinching at her touch. Thirteen candles for him now. The numbers glowed in the dark dining room, their light trembling.

“Make a wish,” Grace urged, voice too bright.

Trace stared at the flames, his reflection warped in the frosting’s sheen. Wish you’d disappear. Wish I could forget. He blew hard, extinguishing thirteen lies in one breath.

Casey faked an excited giggle. “My turn!” She puffed dramatically, cheeks round as a cherub’s to blow out an non-existent candle, but her eyes darted to Grace’s claws gripping the cake knife.

The blade sank into fondant. Grace’s thumb swiped icing onto Casey’s nose—a gesture that once made the girl squeal. Now she froze, a rabbit sensing the hawk’s shadow.

“Eat up,” Grace murmured, serving Trace first. Her pinky brushed his wrist. He recoiled, spoon clattering.

Silence pooled around the table.

Later, while her husband snored through a football game, Grace scrubbed frosting off the walls—had the knife slipped?—her claws digging grooves into the plaster. Trace’s voice drifted downstairs, low and urgent, through the heating vent:

“—lock your door tonight, okay?”

Casey’s whisper: “But Mr. Otter’s scared of the dark—”

“Lock it.”

The sponge in Grace’s hand disintegrated, yellow foam under her cracked, panted claws. She ignored the tear running down her cheek fur.
In the garage, she found Trace’s backpack—vodka nips stolen from her stash, condoms still wrapped. Her laugh echoed off the tool racks, jagged and proud. My boy. So smart.
She left them untouched.

Midnight found her at Casey’s threshold, watching moonlight gild the girl’s stuffed animals. The lock clicked, feeble as a kitten’s heartbeat. Grace turned the knob—resistance—and something primal snarled in her gut.

Pick it. Take her. They’re yours. Take control.
Her claws retracted.

CHAPTER FIVE
Silence of Wings
That night, the attic lights blinked furiously—dot-dash-dot, dot-dash-dot—but Trace couldn’t answer, at least not verbally. His throat was raw, his shame a physical weight. He found her there, eyes wide with uncertainty.
Casey curled into his side, her pink-tipped tail matted with tears she’d tried to hide, Mr. Otter clutched between her shaking hands.
“It’s our fault,” she whispered. “We drank the yucky juice.”

The fairy lights died.

The fireflies never came.
The Whitaker home rotted from the inside out. Unwashed dishes fossilized in the sink, their crusted remains swarmed by fruit flies drawn to the ghost-scent of Merlot. The attic’s fairy lights hung dead, their cords chewed through by mice or time—no one cared enough to check. Grace’s wine bottles colonized the living room, each empty vessel a headstone in a cemetery of her own making.

Paul’s checks arrived like clockwork, slipped under the door without a note. $500 for groceries. $200 for utilities. Grace used them to restock the liquor cabinet.
Trace moved through school like a ghost, his cream fur dulled to gray, the red tip of his tail perpetually tucked between his legs. Teachers marked him "withdrawn." Peers muttered "freak" as he shuffled past, eyes fixed on the floor. He didn’t care about himself anymore. Only her.
Casey stopped braiding her hair. The pink strands hung limp, tangled with leaves from solo walks in the woods she now take near their home. She drew in margins now—stick figures with X’s for eyes, a mama fox with bottle-shaped claws.

At night, they ate cereal in silence, the crunch of flakes echoing like gunshots.

I need to learn to cook. Trace thought as he swirled the milk.

The torment became a ritual.

Grace’s hands no longer trembled when she poured. "Special juice," she’d slur, sliding glasses across the counter. Trace drank first, his throat bobbing mechanically. Casey followed, her tears diluting the poison.

The couch became an altar of sin.
Trace’s mind checked out—count the water stains, count the cracks, count the lies.

Casey’s whimpers blended with the sitcom laugh track.

Count her tears…

They matched his own.

School was becoming harder. His focus dwindling. Others were taking notice.

Mrs. Lundgren, the school nurse, noted Casey’s bruises.

"Fell," Casey mumbled, her claws digging into Mr. Otter’s remaining eye. She kept the stuffed animal with her at all times now.
Mr. Rivera, the gym teacher, cornered Trace after class. "Everything okay at home?"

Trace shrugged. “Yeah, sure.” Lies. It was always lies. Taught to him by his mother. Family fixes family. Her motto was hollow like his emotions now.
The rumors metastasized:

“Incest.”
“Cult.”
“They eat their young.”
No one called CPS.
Darkness was forever present. One night, Casey found a dead firefly on the windowsill, its light extinguished. She pressed it into Trace’s palm.

"Blink," she begged. “Please.”
He crushed it. Silent like his parents. He wanted to make her smile, but he couldn’t even manage it himself.

Grace passed out early, her claws still wrapped around the bottle. Trace stood in the attic, a flashlight in one hand, a kitchen knife in the other. His hand was shaking. There was nothing to answer him in the dark.
Dust motes swirled in the slanted light from the skylight, settling on broken toys and the remnants of Casey’s firefly sketches taped to the walls. Trace’s claws trembled as he set the butcher knife on the floor—a relic from Grace’s last drunken binge, its blade still sticky with the scent of rot.  

His reflection in the steel was a stranger: cream fur streaked with grape juice and shame, the red tip of his tail limp. This is your fault, he thought, pressing the blade to the space between his legs were his limp member sat. You let her. You always let her.  

The memory hit like a fist—Casey’s tears muffled by Grace’s paw, the sticky sweetness of the "juice," the way his body had betrayed him, again. He’d sworn he’d protect her. Sworn it.  

“I’m sorry,” he choked, voice fraying. The knife’s edge bit into fur as he tugged it downward. Closer—closer still. He wanted to remove it to save himself—to save Casey.

The cold metal met skin.  

For a heartbeat, he hesitated.  

Casey’s face flashed in his mind—not the broken girl from that night, but the 7-year-old who’d shown him her firefly drawings, her pink braid bouncing as she’d whispered, “We’ll always be safe, Tracey.”  

The blade slipped.   

He didn’t cut what Grace wanted him to.  

Instead, he dragged the knife across his forearm, the slash sharp and deliberate. Blood bloomed, dark against his fur, dripping onto the fairy lights strung above. They flickered—dot-dash-dot—as if pleading.  

“Stupid,” he hissed, carving another line, then another. “I hate you… I hate you!”  

The pain was a relief.  

Each cut a prayer.  

Each drop of blood a silent I’m sorry.  

When he finally collapsed, the knife clattered beside him. His arms were a map of new scars, the floor speckled and stained crimson. He pressed a claw to his chest, where the old scars pulsed beneath his ribs.  

“I’ll fix this,” he promised the dark.  

But the attic held no answers.  

Casey found him at dawn, blood drying on his fur, the fairy lights blinking weakly—dot-dash-dot.

"I tried," he rasped.

The cuts on his arms spelled nothing.

Casey curled around him, remaining close. Warm. Her silence spoke you’re not alone.
Days passed. Paul was nowhere to be seen now. Trace caught mumbles from his mother about another bitch taking her burden and that it wasn’t her concern anymore.

The attic fan whirred, its rusty blades chopping the July heat into stagnant waves. Trace had dragged Casey’s sleeping bag into his closet—the only room without windows Grace could peer through. A flashlight wedged between shampoo bottles cast jagged shadows on the walls.

Casey clutched Mr. Otter, his remaining eye dangling by a thread. “I don’t want to keep hiding.”
Trace’s claws picked at the carpet. “You… know those games Mom plays? Those… strange games?”

Casey’s nose scrunched. “The horsie ones? Where she gets all bad?”

“Yeah.” His throat clicked. “Do they hurt you too?” He knew the truth. He was the one hurting her. Hurting her because of the monster with the bottles.
She shrugged, tracing the otter’s matted fur. “At first. Then it felt… nothing. Like soda bubbles that pop.” Her head tilted. “You cry lots.”

The flashlight flickered. Trace’s breath hitched. “It’s wrong, Case. What she does— what we do— it’s…”

“But Mom said it’s special.” Casey’s whisper trembled. “Like… like when she let me lick the cake batter.”

“No.” The word came out harsher than he meant. Casey flinched. Trace gentled his voice. “Grown-ups aren’t s’posed to… touch kids like that. Ever.”

Moonlight bled under the closet door. Casey’s lower lip quivered. “Am I… dirty?”

Trace lunged, crushing her to his chest. “No! Never.” His tears soaked her hair. “She’s the monster. Not us. Not us.”

Casey squirmed. “You smell like Dad’s gym socks.”

A wet laugh burst from him. The first one he could remember, all because of her. “Sorry.”

They sat cross-legged, knees touching. Trace fished a crumpled school flyer from his pocket—Childline: 1-800-… The numbers blurred.

“If I call,” he whispered, “they might take us away.”

Casey’s claws dug into Mr. Otter. “Away from Mom?”

“And each other… ”
Her eyes widened. “But who’ll make my sandwiches?”

Trace’s laugh cracked, forced this time. “Foster people, I guess.”

“Do they have PB&J?”

“Prob’ly.”

“And… no games?”

“Never.”

Casey chewed her thumb claw, adult-brittle. “Will you come?”

“I don’t know.” His voice broke.

She studied the flyer, tracing the 800 number. “I don’t want that. Not… without you.”
The closet seemed to shrink. Trace’s pulse thundered in his ears. I don’t want it either.
Silence swelled, thick with phantom footsteps.

Casey snatched the flyer, cramming it into the hole in the wall. “Secret,” she whispered.

Trace’s claws found hers in the dark. “Secret,” he agreed.

Downstairs, a bottle shattered. Grace’s slurred laughter slithered up the stairs.

Casey curled into his side. “Tell the otter story?”

Trace swallowed bile. “Once, there was a mommy otter who loved her babies too much…”

He lied through the ending.

Dawn found them asleep, salt-dried cheeks glued together, the flashlight dead.

In the walls, mice gnawed through Childline’s number where Casey had decided to throw it. 
One inky digit at a time.

CHAPTER SIX
Replace The Dark
The nightlight’s glow pooled around Trace’s bed like spilled honey, its warmth doing little to soften the chill in the air. More nights had passed, with Grace being too intoxicated to even find her way to his bedroom. A solace he was thankful for.

Casey hovered in the doorway, Mr. Otter dangling from her fist, her ears twitching at every creak of the house.

“Tracey?” she whispered, padding closer. “Can I sleep here? The closet’s breathing again.”

He didn’t answer, curled on his side facing the wall. She clambered onto the mattress anyway, her knee accidentally jabbing his back.

“Ow— Case, c’mon—”

“Sorry!” She flopped down, her nightgown riding up. A beat passed. “Trace…?”

“What.”

“Your… your sword’s poking me.”

The word hit him like a slap. He jerked away, sheets tangling around his waist. It was what she called it because of her. He hated that it reacted this way now, drawn to her like a snake to a mouse. Deadly in every way. “Don’t— don’t call it that.”

“It gets hard.” Casey blinked, uncomprehending. “Mama said—”

“Mama lies.” The venom in his voice startled them both.

She shrank back, clutching her otter. “I’m sorry.”
She didn’t know any better.

Trace’s stomach lurched. Moonlight caught the tear tracks on her cheeks—fresh ones, he realized. His claws dug into the mattress. “It’s… it’s just biology, okay? It doesn’t mean anything.”

“But yours—”

“Stop.” He sat up, fists clenched. “It’s called a penis, Case. Not a sword. Not a… a game.”

Her nose wrinkled. “Pea-niss? That’s a weird name.”

A strangled laugh escaped him. “Yeah. Weird.”

Silence settled, thick with unspoken memories. Casey traced the otter’s frayed ear. “Does yours… hurt? When it gets big?”

Trace’s throat tightened. She shouldn’t be this curious. Too young. Every time. “Nah,” he lied. “Just… annoying.”

“Oh.” She flopped onto her back, staring at the ceiling. “Yeah… annoying.”
He stiffened. “Don’t— let’s not talk about this.”

“Why?”

“Because.”

“Is it bad?”
It was worse than bad.

“Casey!” He lunged for the desk drawer, yanking out a half-finished math workbook. “Here. Do… do times tables.”

She groaned. “Boring.”

“Better than… this.”

They huddled over fractions, shoulders brushing, as the house creaked around them. Casey’s pencil scratched unevenly: 3 x 4 = 12. Trace watched her tongue poke out in concentration—still a kid, he reminded himself. Still a kid.
When she dozed off mid-problem, he tucked the blanket around her, careful not to touch skin. Her whisper stopped him:

“Trace…? Are we monsters?”

The question hung, a blade over thread.

He stared at the closet where Grace had once “checked his temperature,” the carpet stain she’d blamed on spilled juice. “Nah,” he murmured, flicking off the light. “We’re just… survivors.”

Casey’s breathing evened out. Trace lay rigid, counting cracks in the ceiling until dawn, the word survivors curdling into accomplices with every tick of the clock.

Downstairs, a bottle clinked.

Neither slept that night.
Another night, late into the hour, the night hummed with cricket songs and the distant drip of a leaky faucet. Casey tiptoed in, Mr. Otter dangling by one paw, her nightgown smudged with toothpaste. “Tracey? The closet’s whispering again.”  

He didn’t pretend to sleep. They’d stopped pretending weeks ago.  

She clambered onto the mattress, her knee jabbing his ribs. “Oof—watch it, gremlin.” His nickname for her now. It made her giggle quietly.
“Sorry!” She flopped onto her back, staring at the ceiling. A beat. “Your… thing’s doing the angry red again.”  

Trace stiffened. The sheet tented between them, undeniable. “Ignore it,” he muttered, rolling away. The thought of the knife in his hand that night emerged. Remove it clicked like the ticking clock during those times. He couldn’t bring himself to do so.
Casey poked the bulge with Mr. Otter’s paw. “Does it talk to you? I don’t have one, so I dunno.”
“Casey—”  

“I could make it better!” She sat up, eyes moon-bright. “Like when you braided my hair after the… bad game.” She moved closer. “You help me… I want to help too.”
The memory clawed up his throat—Grace’s wine-slurred laughter, Casey’s muffled sobs. He gripped the sheet. “Not the same.”  

“Please?” Her whisper trembled. “I’ll be super gentle. Scout’s honor!” She held up three fingers, sideways.  

The choked laugh surprised them both. “You’re not a scout.”  

“Am too! I’ve got the… the…” She rummaged under the bed, emerging with a cereal box badge. “See? Wilderness Warrior!”  

Trace’s resolve crumbled. Her antics contrasted their mother’s aggression. Soft and pure, acting like an eraser on the school chalkboard. Just this once. Just to make it stop.  

He kept his boxers on. Casey studied the fabric tent like a scientist, Mr. Otter’s paw prodding. “Does it breathe?”  

“No.”  

“Can it *sneeze?*”  

Trace sighed. “Casey.”  

“Okay, okay!” She mimed zipping her lips, then unzipped. “Can I… hold it?”  

He nodded, jaw clenched.  

Her touch was feather light, mapping him through cotton. “It’s like… a grumpy garden hose!”  

A snort burst from him. “What?”  

“Y’know!” She wiggled her fingers. “All stiff and wiggly and—”  

“Stop.” He covered his face, laughter shaking the bed. “You’re ruining it.” 
Ruining it? Their mother had ruined everything already. Casey was an angel in comparison that made him not hate what he was.
She beamed, triumphant. “Told you I’d help!”  

Her hands resumed, clumsy but earnest, tracing shapes only she understood. “This is the Eiffel Tower,” she announced, pinching the tip.  

“Ow—!”  

“Sorry! This is a puppy…” Her fingertip circled the base.  

The tension bled from his shoulders. Just a kid. Just a weird, messed-up kid. Both of us.

Her exploration continued. Science as she called it. The tension built inside him quicker than he expected. The sensation wasn’t laced with fear, but instead with actual release.
When it ended—quick, clinical—she stared at the stain blooming on his boxers. “Ew. It’s like snot.”  

“Casey!”  

“What? It is!” She gagged theatrically, then grinned. “But cool snot. Like alien goo!”  

He chucked a pillow at her. She retaliated with Mr. Otter, their giggles smothered in the sheets. The first time in over a year that they did something reflective of their actual age.
Later, as she dozed against his shoulder, Trace studied her toothpaste-stained cheek. “Why’d you really come?”  

She nuzzled closer, voice slurred with sleep. “The closet breathes… but your room smells like you.”  

His throat tightened. “Yeah?”  

“Mhm. Like… markers and that gum you hide.”  

“Case—”  

“Secret,” she yawned, patting his chest. “I’m Wilderness Warrior.”  

Dawn crept in, timid. Trace counted her whiskers instead of cracks in the ceiling.  

Downstairs, a bottle shattered.  

Casey didn’t flinch.  

They’d built a fortress of inside jokes and cereal box badges.  

It wouldn’t hold forever.  

But for now, it breathed.
CHAPTER SEVEN
A New Ritual
The attic fan droned, its rhythm syncopated by the creak of Trace’s bedsprings. They’d carved the attic anew, stringing lights found in dumpsters behind the craft store that Grace used to frequent and uses quilts over the mattress, making it their castle. Casey sprawled atop him, her chin propped on his chest, Mr. Otter’s lone eye staring judgmentally from the nightstand.  

“Your *thing’s* doing the grumpy hose again,” she announced, wiggling her hips for emphasis.  

Trace groaned, half from discomfort, half from the absurdity. “It’s your *fault* for using my stomach as a trampoline.” It was the first time he could see his own growing body and not feel sickened. All because of her.
She gasped, faux-offended. “Mr. Otter says liars get cursed!” Her claw drew a wobbly hex symbol in the air.  

“You’re such a dork.” But he smiled—actually smiled—as she flopped onto her back, giggling.  

The laughter faded. Moonlight caught the scar on her wrist—Mom’s claws, that night in the kitchen. Trace’s throat tightened. “Case… we don’t have to…”  

She sat up, suddenly serious. “But I want to.” Her tiny paw covered his. “It’s like… when you fix my dolls. Makes the bad quiet. You smile and relax.”  

The confession hung between them. Trace stared at their joined hands—hers still sticky from stolen gummies, his scarred from clenched fists.  

“Okay,” he whispered. “But you lead.”  

Casey nodded, solemn as a surgeon. She peeled back his waistband with exaggerated care. “Operation: Grumpy Hose,” she intoned, Mr. Otter’s paw as her scalpel.  

Trace snorted. “You’re ruining the mood.”  

“Mood is a dumb word,” she declared, tracing a vein. “This is science.”  

Her touch was different tonight—slower, curious without urgency. “Does this part…” She brushed his tip, feather-light. “...remember her?”  

The question punched through him. “Y-yeah.”  

Casey leaned down, her breath warm. “Mine now,” she whispered, pressing her forehead to his shaft. “You’re not bad. None of you is.”
The gesture was so her—part ritual, part nonsense—that Trace’s laugh came out wet. “Weirdo.”  

“Your weirdo.” She nuzzled him, whiskers tickling. “Gonna make new memories. Like… this!” Her tongue darted out, kitten-rough.  

“Case—!”  

“Shh. Science.” She resumed, all clumsy determination, her braid brushing his thighs.  

When he tensed, she paused. “Wanna stop?”  

He shook his head, claws gripping the sheets. “Just… you. Not her.”  

Casey nodded, pressing his hand to her cheek. “Me.”  

The climax crested gentle, a tide pulling back from jagged rocks. She watched, fascinated, as he spilled over her fingers. “Cool snot,” she declared, wiping it on Mr. Otter.  

“Casey!”  

“What? He’s washable!”  

Later, tangled in sweaty sheets, she traced the scars on his chest. “We’ll run away,” she murmured, no hint of question. “Get a treehouse. Eat only gummies.”  

Trace twirled her braid around his claw. “And no swords.”  

“And no bad games.”  

She yawned, her breath evening out. “Wilderness Warriors… need sleep…”  

He waited until her snores steadied before whispering, “Love you, gremlin.”  

Downstairs, a bottle shattered. Grace’s slurred cursing slithered under the door.  

Casey snuggled closer, her heartbeat a steady drum against his ribs.  

The house still breathed poison.  

But here, in their fortress of stolen plushies and inside jokes, the air almost tasted clean.

***

The attic became their cathedral—rafters strung with fairy lights stolen from anywhere they could find, the air thick with the scent of pine sap and candy. Nearly another year had passed.
Casey’s hands were steadier now, her jokes sharper. She’d taken to wearing Trace’s old hoodies, sleeves swallowing her paws, as she knelt between his legs with the gravity of a knight tending her liege.
What had once been Trace’s nightmare was now a ritual of protection from the darkness. What had once frightened them with breath of rotten grapes now provided clarity.

"Grumpy Hose needs a name," she declared, squinting at his half-hard cock. "Sir Snotsalot?"  

Trace flicked her forehead. "You’re the worst."  

"You’re the one who needs Wilderness Warrior assistance!" She brandished Mr. Otter, his remaining eye replaced by a button from Dad’s dress shirt. "Now hold still—this is delicate surgery!"  

He laughed, genuinely, as her tongue poked out in concentration. The first time she’d offered—really offered, without the ghost of Grace’s wine-sour breath between them—he’d cried into her hair. Now, it was ceremony: her playful banter, his exaggerated groans, the way she’d giggle when he tensed, shouting, "Incoming snotstorm!"
She didn’t know any better, nor did he know much more than her. It was their game now.
Tonight, though, her touch lingered. Her thumb swiped a bead of precum, studying it in the fairy light glow. "It’s less… icky now," she mused.  

Trace tensed. "Case—"  

"Relax." She pressed a chaste kiss to his tip, startling them both. "Science experiment."  

The attic spun. The lips of her muzzle were chapped, her braid tickling his thigh—just a kid, just a kid—but the gesture held no hunger, only curiosity. When he came, it was with her name tangled in a laugh, her triumphant grin brighter than the moon through the cobwebbed window.  

"Told you kisses work better!" She wiped her mouth on Mr. Otter, now speckled with constellations of old stains.  

Trace tugged her hoodie strings. "Where’d you learn that?"  

"Duh." She flopped beside him, stealing his pillow. "Frog princess. Sleeping Beauty. True love’s kiss fixes everything."  

His chest ached. "We’re not…"  

"Duh again." She poked his ribs. "We’re Warriors. Way cooler."  

They fell into silence, listening to the house breathe—quieter now, less a predator than a sleeping stray. Trace traced the scar on her wrist, faded to a silver thread. "What if Mom… the monsters keep coming?”
Casey stilled. For a heartbeat, the attic felt like the old closet—airless, choking. Then she sat up, eyes blazing. "We’ll build a moat. A tree house! With gummy sharks!"  

He grinned, helpless. "And laser turrets."  

"Pew pew!" She karate-chopped the air, Mr. Otter as her nunchaku.  

Later, as dawn bled through the rafters, Trace realized her hoodie had ridden up. New scars laddered her ribs under soft fur—puberty? Self-made?—but before he could ask, she snored, drooling on his arm.  

He let her sleep.  

The tree house blueprints under his bed grew detailed—rope ladders, a lock only they could pick. Sometimes, tracing the pencil lines, he’d imagine a life where her kisses stayed science, where "Sir Snotsalot" was just a punch line.  

But the house still creaked with Grace’s ghost, and Casey’s nightmares still drew her to his bed. So they played their parts: the knight and her squire, the Warrior and her wizard, two kids stitching a language from inside jokes and sticky fingers.
Survival looked different in the light, occasionally guided by a firefly outside at night.
It looked like hope.

***
The attic hummed with the low growl of thunder, fairy lights flickering like fireflies in a storm. Trace and Casey huddled under a fortress of quilts, the scent of rain seeping through the warped boards. 


Downstairs, Grace snored on the couch. The assaults had grown less frequent, but the neglect had now taken over. Cups of noodles lined the counters, unpaid bills began to surface.

Casey fiddled with Mr. Otter’s remaining button eye. “Tree house blueprints need a gardening zone,” she announced, tracing a dirt-stained fingernail over their crumpled sketch. “For revenge vegetables.”  

Trace smirked. “Revenge… vegetables?”  

“Yeah! Like, spicy peppers to throw at monsters.” She mimed an overhand pitch, knocking over their flashlight.  

He caught it before it rolled away, his claw brushing hers. The contact lingered—a beat too long. Casey’s ears twitched, a blush barely seen under her facial fur.  

“Trace?”  

“Hmm?”  

“Does ‘loving someone’ mean you have to share your gummies?”  

The question hung, gauzy and fragile. Trace’s throat tightened. “Nah. It means… you want to.” He at least knew the feeling. A crush here and there growing into a teenager, yet they never felt the same. Not like this.
She nodded, solemn, before digging into her hoodie pocket. A half-crushed gummy worm emerged, glittering with lint. “Here.”  

He stared at the offering. “That’s your last one.”  

“Duh.” She shoved it into his palm. “Wilderness Warriors share.”  

The gummy tasted like dust and strawberry. Thunder rattled the rafters. Casey inched closer, her braid grazing his arm. “What if… the monster never leaves?”  

He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “We’ll fight. Together.”  

“But what if—” Her voice cracked, small and sharp. “What if I’m scared?”  

The thought of the child services number crossed his mind, only to be forgotten. Trace turned her face to his, claws cradling her jaw. “Then I’ll be scared too. But we’ll be it… together.”  

The first kiss was a collision of noses, a muffled giggle, chapped lips tasting of sugar and stolen courage. The second was softer—a question, an answer.  

Casey pulled back, eyes wide. “Was that love?”  

Trace traced her cheekbone, where a whisker mirrored his own. “Dunno. But it’s… us.”  

She nodded, fierce. “Better than frogs.”  

They sealed the promise in the dark, the storm howling its approval. Downstairs, Grace’s shadow paused at the attic stairs—then retreated, stumbling and muttering curses about lies.
The treehouse blueprints rustled, forgotten.  

Somewhere, a lock clicked open.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Whispers In The Attic
The attic, once a sanctuary of survival, now hummed with the soft glow of string lights and the scent of lavender sachets Casey had swiped from Grace’s newly organized craft room. Rain tapped against the attic window as Trace sketched blueprints for a new project—a greenhouse for Casey’s “revenge vegetables.” She knelt beside him, her brow furrowed in concentration as she glued mismatched buttons onto a cardboard shield. 

“Peppers here,” Trace said, tapping the sketch, “and sunflowers to blind the monsters.”  

Casey giggled, holding up her shield. “And this’ll reflect their evil laser eyes!”  

Her hand brushed his, and he paused, studying her. The scars on her wrists were fading, but the ones beneath the surface—the memories of wine-stained nights—still lingered. She noticed his gaze and leaned into his shoulder, a gesture that had shifted from seeking safety to offering comfort.  

“Remember when we thought the closet breathed?” she asked, her voice softer.  

“Yeah. Now it’s quiet. Even though she…” He swallowed. “Do you ever…?”  

“No.” She cut him off, firm. “Not since you taught me to breathe louder.”  

Their laughter tangled, dissolving the shadows.
Later, as storm clouds bruised the sky, Casey traced the lines of Trace’s palm—a ritual they’d forged to replace the old ones. Her touch was deliberate, hers, not an echo of Grace’s chaos which still threatened them like the fading memory of a father long gone.
“Your hands are bigger,” she remarked, pressing her fingertips to his.
“Yours are still sticky,” he teased, nodding at the glitter glue on her sleeve.  

She swatted him, then hesitated. “Can we…?”  

He understood. The attic’s corner, draped in quilts, held their new language—a pact to rewrite touch. Trace nodded, and they curled into their nest, foreheads touching.  

Casey’s fingers grazed his cheek, feather-light. “I read that Eskimos kiss like this,” she whispered, brushing her nose against his.
“Inuit,” he corrected, smiling. “And it’s called a kunik.” Studies he’d learn in school, where he still struggled to focus.
“Kunik,” she repeated, committing it to memory. Their breaths mingled, a silent promise. When she kissed him, it was brief—a press of lips as innocent as their shared gummies—but it held the weight of a thousand unspoken words.  

Even so, the Whitaker home sagged under the weight of its own decay. 
Wallpaper curled like dead leaves, revealing patches of mold that spread unchecked. The kitchen sink overflowed with dishes fossilized by dried cereal and congealed soup, their surfaces crawling with fruit flies drawn to the sweet rot of forgotten leftovers. Grace’s throne was the living room couch—a stained, sunken relic where she nested amidst empty Merlot bottles and cigarette burns. Paul’s absence was a presence now, his checks arriving in crisp white envelopes that Grace tore open with shaking claws, cash hastily converted into boxed wine and sleeping pills.

The attic remained untouched, a sactuary of lights and dust that shielded them every night. A place of existence Grace seemed to forget. The treehouse existed only in Casey’s sketches—half-finished doodles on napkins, its ladder scribbled out in angry red strokes.
Despite Casey’s love, Trace’s arms were a map of half-moon indents—claw marks from gripping his own flesh too tightly. He wore long sleeves even in summer, though the fabric couldn’t hide the stench of shame that clung to him. At school, he drifted through halls like smoke, eyes fixed on the floor, flinching when lockers slammed.

“Whitaker!” Mr. Rivera barked in gym class, tossing a basketball his way. Trace let it hit his chest and roll away, the snickers of his classmates buzzing in his ears. Freak. Psycho. Incest kid.
Casey, even with her brother, still fared worse. Her second-grade teacher, Ms. Perez, knelt beside her desk one afternoon, voice honeyed with concern. “Sweetie, who braids your hair?”

Casey stared at her doodle—a fox with wineglass claws—and she whispered, “The only one who cares.”
“Are you… safe at home?”

“I’m not allowed to talk to you,” Casey whispered, reciting Grace’s warning like a prayer.
Rumors thrived in the school’s fetid air.

Jenna Myers, a girl once concerned for Trace, hissed to her friends in the cafeteria, “My mom says their dad left ’cause they’re inbred.”

A substitute teacher glanced at Trace’s file and moved her desk away from his.

Casey’s classmates played “Infection” at recess, shrieking when she neared. “Don’t let the grape juice girl touch you!”

The principal called Grace once. She laughed through a wine-soaked slur, “Kids exaggerate.”

He never called again.
One night, Grace forgot to buy juice.

“Straight from the bottle,” she grinned, forcing the Merlot to Trace’s lips. He choked, the acid burning his sinuses, while Casey cowered under the table, her claws clamped over her ears.

“Your turn,” Grace hiccupped, lurching toward her.

Trace moved on instinct, shoving her back. She hit the counter, bottles shattering, and laughed—a wet, broken sound.

“You’re just like him,” she spat, blood and wine mingling on her chin. “Coward.”

Casey’s whimper was the only reply. Trace guided her to safety.

Casey found the corpse in the backyard—a firefly crushed beneath a rock, its light snuffed. She pocketed it, the carcass crumbling to dust in her sweater. That night, she pressed the remains into Trace’s palm.

“Make it blink again,” she begged.

He stared at the greenish smear, holding her hands in his. “We’re trying.”
Even the attic lights were feeling dimmer, their own games fading once more when Grace found the attic and pulled them down.

In the garden, a single pepper plant struggled through the cracks in the patio. Casey watered it with stolen sips from her mug, whispering, “Grow, grow, grow.”

Trace watched from the window, his claws carving fresh grooves into the sill.

The plant bloomed.

No one knew why. The silence spoke louder; even scaring Mr. Otter. Casey’s sketches screamed what she couldn’t, and the control Trace once felt was slipping away. The world watched, labels, looked away. Yet in the garden, a pepper plant, watered by tears, had dug its roots into poisoned soil. The code wasn’t dead… far from. It now laid buried. 
Waiting for love to renew it.
Yet for now, the venom lingered once more.

Trace’s desk sat in the back corner of the classroom classroom, a fortress of chewed pencils and scratched epithets: FREAK. GRAPE JUICE. WHORE. He kept his head down, eyes tracking the second hand on the clock as it shuddered toward 3 PM. Across the hall, Casey’s teacher, Ms. Perez, lingered by her desk, her voice a syrupy whisper.

“Casey, sweetie, your project on family traditions…” Ms. Perez held up a crumpled drawing—a fox with wineglass claws, a firefly pinned under its paw. “Is this… symbolic?”

Casey’s pink braid trembled. “It’s just a story.”

“Stories have truths,” Ms. Perez pressed.

Trace’s claws dug into his palms. Leave her alone.
The bell rang, and he hurried to her side as questions about their parents went ignored. Even the warmth of Casey’s hand and the sweetness of her kisses were fading. Exhaustion was taking hold as time spend comforting one another turned to attempts at laundry and meals.
Grace had become a shell of her former self as even the abusive ghost lost its claws and fangs.
Neglect had become her only friend.

Trace and Casey took the long route, past the gas station where Trace shoplifted protein bars and the park where fireflies once swarmed. Casey’s backpack sagged with uneaten lunches and doodles—a treehouse with no ladder, a mama fox with hollow eyes.

“Jenna Myers said they’re gonna take us away,” Casey muttered, kicking a soda can. “I… I don’t want…”
“It’s for the best,” Trace lied through a choked sob. The images of their tree house seemed so distant now. The nights of “science experiments” unable to mend the cracks within the walls. He feared the worst.
Grace was waiting on the porch, a fresh bottle in hand. “Inside.” Her sneer lingered.

The CPS agent wore a too-bright smile and a name tag: Lila, Family Services. She clicked her pen, eyeing the mold creeping up the walls.

“And how often does your mom drink, Trace?”

He shifted, feeling invisible eyes glaring down at him. Safety was in sight, but he never felt so small. “Dunno.”

“Does she ever… hurt you?”

Casey’s tail twitched. Trace’s jaw locked.

Grace swooped in, her breath saccharine with gum. “My angels would never lie.” She squeezed Trace’s shoulder, claws pricking his collarbone. “Right?” Tighter. “Right?!”
“Right.”

Lila’s report read: “Home cluttered. Children malnourished. Report taken.”
It only took three more complaints.

A neighbor’s anonymous call: “Screams. Every night. Shattered glass.”
A teacher’s email: “Bruises in odd places.”
A grocery clerk’s hesitation: “The boy’s eyes… dead.”
Trace held Casey as she curled into his chest in the attic. The whispers of the closet were returning.

Cops came at dawn. Grace fought—slurred curses, shattered glass—her claws raking an officer’s cheek. Handcuffs clicked.

“MY KIDS!” she wailed, a performance. Her fangs bared, she tried to lunge at Trace and Casey.
The neighbors were watching now.

Trace held Casey’s face to his chest. “Don’t look.” He cupped her cheek, trying to silence her sobs as she clutched Mr. Otter to her torso. A gesture that should have come from the mother who was taken away by flashing lights. The thought crossed him. Mother… or monster?
He couldn’t tell anymore.
Calls to reach their father went unanswered.
Foster care was “full.” The aunt—Paul’s sister, Diane—lived two states away.

“Just till things settle,” the social worker said, dropping them at a motel with $40 and a pamphlet.

Diane’s call came once: “Be there Friday.”

She never came.

Room 12 smelled of mildew and regret. Casey traced the water stains on the ceiling, her voice small. “Do you think she’ll get better?”

Trace stole a blanket from the maid’s cart. “She won’t.” He wasn’t sure if he wanted to be right or wrong. Would he want to see her again?
They slept back-to-back, the hum of the ice machine their lullaby.
Casey found a dying firefly in the parking lot the next night.
“Blink,” she begged, cupping it in her palms.

Its light guttered.

However, from their room, Trace flicked the motel lamp—on, off, on. A sign of hope.
Casey blinked back with her flashlight. A quivering smile crossing her muzzle. “Still here. Warriors… ”
CHAPTER NINE
Ghosts In The Closet
Their return home was in secret. The frame groaned, welcoming them in. Casey remained close to Trace, clinging to his arm with one hand, Mr. Otter squished between them.

Trace had taken a key with him before they were forced to the motel. Better than having to break a window. He opened the front door. Silence. He didn’t expect anything else. Grace’s ghost could still be smelled. Their father’s spirit long faded.
“C’mon,” he said, gently tugging Casey by the arm. “Let’s get ready for school.”

The halls were empty, their motions the only sign that life still roamed within as not even the mice remained. Power and water were still on, and Trace recognized the bills on the counter. There would be time for that later.

The school bus wheezed to a stop at the edge of the street, its doors creaking open like a tired jaw. Casey hopped in, her backpack straps frayed from Trace’s constant adjustments. Three boys from her fourth-grade class loitered by the dumpster at the school upon her arrival, their tails flicking in unison. The young girl, swallowed. Trace had missed his bus making sure she caught hers.
“Hey, Flea-Fur,” sneered Derek, a stocky raccoon with a buzz cut. “Where’s your psycho mom? Jail?”

Casey’s ears flattened. “Rehab’s not jail.”

“Same difference.” Derek kicked a soda can at her feet. “Bet she’s gonna relapse and—”

Trace materialized from behind the bus, his 14-year-old frame coiled like a spring, tail whipping like a war flag as he moved in. “Touch her again,” he growled, claws unsheathed, “and I’ll rip your tail off.”

The boys scattered, but not before Derek spat, “Freak family.”

Casey tugged Trace’s sleeve. “You said no fights. You promised.”

He shrugged her off. “Promises are for people who can afford ’em.”
The screen door of their home hung crooked, letting in mosquitoes and the stink of the approaching summer. Inside, Casey rummaged through Grace’s abandoned sewing kit for bandages while Trace slumped on the couch, pressing a bag of frozen peas to his split lip.

“You’re bleeding on the cushions,” she said, dabbing iodine on his knuckles.

“They’re already stained.” He winced as she tightened the gauze. “Quit fussing.”

“Quit getting punched.” She stuck a neon Band-Aid shaped like a star over his eyebrow. “There. Now you look like a pirate.”

Trace snorted, then grimaced. “Derek’s dad works night shifts. Could egg their den tonight.”

Casey’s tail twitched. “Or… we could eat mac and cheese and watch Space Warriors.”

He stared at the mildew blooming on the ceiling. “With extra hot sauce?”

“Duh.”

She kissed him. Their love, despite themselves, still remained. Not a ghost. That night, they redid the lights in the attic their mother had torn down and rebuilt the quilt fort. Their own fireflies remained.
***

Principal Vickers, a tired-looking badger, steepled her claws. “Fifth fight this month, Trace. We’re suspending you.”

Trace slouched in the chair, picking at the duct tape on his sneaker. “Whatever.”

“Your sister’s teacher says she’s been… withdrawing. Trace, we know about—”

“She’s shy.”

The principle sighed. “She eats lunch in the janitor’s closet.”

Trace’s tail lashed. “Got a problem with janitors?”

Vickers played with her fingers. “We’re recommending family counseling.”

“Family’s busy.” He stood, kicking the chair. “You got forms? I’ll forge Mom’s signature. I’m sure you know where she’s at.” He left without another word. Casey was all he wanted to see now.
Casey sat cross-legged under a flickering bulb, her PB&J untouched. The door creaked open.

“Warrior’s oath!” She brandished a plastic spork like a sword.
Trace slumped beside her, reeking of nicotine and rage. “It’s me, gremlin.”

She eyed his fresh black eye. “Who this time?”

“Jared. Called you a… never mind.” He tossed her a stolen candy bar. “Eat.”

She broke the bar in half. “You first.”

Her smile melted his heart. It was the one thing that softened him nowadays.

They chewed in silence, the hum of the boiler masking the lunchroom chaos outside.

“Does rehab… fix people?” Casey asked suddenly.

Trace crushed the wrapper. “Dunno. Mom’s not people.”

Casey leaned against him. “Was dad?”

***

Moonlight bled through the attic window’s cracked blinds as Trace sketched on a stolen diner napkin. Casey peered over his shoulder, her breath minty from stolen toothpaste. Theft had become common for them.
“The floor’s gotta be strong,” she insisted, poking the sketch. “For when we get fat on gummies.”

Trace smirked. “Gummies don’t make you fat.”

“Liar. Mrs. Riley said sugar’s evil.”

“Mrs. Riley’s a demon possum.” He shaded the roof. “We’ll use Dad’s old tools. Hide ’em before anyone notices.”

Casey traced the blueprint. “What if Mom comes back?”

The pencil snapped. “Then we build higher.”

***

Derek cornered Casey behind the gym, his cronies blocking the exits. “Heard your mom’s banging her counselor. Like mother, like daughter.”

Casey froze, the words slithering into her fur as she clutched Mr. Otter.
One of the boys reached for the stuffed animal. Trace came sprinting, but Derek was ready—a metal trash can lid swung like a shield. The impact cracked Trace’s rib with a sound like green wood splitting.

Casey didn’t scream. She bit Derek’s tail until he howled, then dragged Trace home, his blood flecking the gravel.

That night, as she stitched his torn ear with dental floss, Trace whispered, “Should’ve aimed for his eyes.”

Casey tied the knot too tight. “Should’ve let me fight. I’d have gotten him.”
***

A month had passed when the silence of the home broke through the struggling power and cable that was nearing the end of the current billing cycle. Grace called from rehab, her voice tinny through the phone. “Are you… eating?”

Trace watched Casey dig through the neighbor’s trash for recyclables. “Yeah.”

“Casey too? Is she okay?”

“Fine.”

A pause. “I’m… trying.”

He hung up.

Later, he found Casey shivering under a blanket in the rain beneath the large tree, clutching a rusty key on a yarn necklace—Grace’s last gift before she’d lost herself in the booze.
“It’s for the treehouse,” she mumbled. “S’posed to be a surprise.”

Trace hauled her inside, his ribs screaming. They slept in Grace’s bed that night, the sheets still smelling of Merlot and regret.

Casey’s whisper cut the dark: “We’re still warriors, right?”

Trace tucked her under his chin. “Damn right.”

***
Aunt Diane’s silver sedan crunched over the gravel driveway, its headlights slicing through the dusk. Inside the trailer, Trace and Casey scrambled—Trace hurrying to stuff empty pizza boxes under the couch, Casey scrubbing coffee stains from the counter with a frayed sponge.

“She’s early!” Casey hissed, tossing a dish towel over the cracked living room window.

“She showed up,” Trace muttered, though his claws trembled as he straightened the framed photo of Grace—bright-eyed, pre-rehab—on the wall.

Aunt Diane knocked, her perfume, cloying jasmine, seeping under the door. She surveyed the home with a practiced eye, her gaze lingering on the patched couch and Casey’s school artwork taped over water stains.

“Grace is… stable,” she said, handing Trace a casserole dish. “Says she misses you. The social workers know you’re here. They’re discussing options.”
“Let’em,” Trace countered.

Casey eyed the dish—green bean mush, probably—but forced a smile. “Tell her we miss her too.”

Aunt Marlene’s phone buzzed. A social worker’s name flashed. “They’ll visit Thursday. Keep it clean.”

The door closed. Trace chucked the casserole into the freezer, next to three others.

***

Rain lashed the roof by midnight, thunder rattling the loose siding. Casey clutched Mr. Otter, his remaining eye dangling, as the attic ladder creaked in front of her.
“Trace? The closet’s breathing again—”

“Up here,” he called from the attic, fairy lights casting a honeyed glow over his biology homework. He’d managed to keep them working.
Casey scrambled up, her fur slick with fear sweat. Trace tossed her a towel, its fabric threadbare but warm.

“Aunt Diane’s casserole’s gonna outlive us,” she joked, voice wavering as thunder boomed.

Trace snorted. “We’ll bury Derek with it.”

***

The storm crescendoed. Casey flinched, her claws digging into Mr. Otter. “What if Mom… doesn’t come back?”

Trace set down his pencil. “She will.” How she’d return was the part he couldn’t figure out yet.
“But what if she’s different?”

He hesitated, then pulled a Polaroid from his notebook—Grace teaching him to skateboard, her laugh frozen mid-frame. “She’ll still be her. Just… clearer.” Hope or a lie.
Casey traced the photo. “Dad didn’t come back.”

“Dad’s a dick.”

A laugh burst from her, sharp and bright. The attic lights flickered, steadying.

“We should work on the tree house when the weather gets better.”
Trace unspooled the fairy lights, their glow pooling around Casey like a shield. “Remember when she strung these for your birthday the other day?”

“Mmhm, it reminded of the time before the… bad years.”

“Yeah.” He draped a blanket over her shoulders, its fabric smelling of dust and distant bonfires. She was ten now. He glanced at the pack of gummy sharks Casey had stolen for his own fifteenth birthday. “We’ll redo it. Your next birthday—proper lights, not this dollar-store crap.”

Casey leaned into him, her ear pressed to his heartbeat. “Promise?”

“Warrior’s oath.”

***
Dawn crept in, the storm spent. Trace woke to Casey’s snores, her head pillowed on his algebra book. The social worker’s checklist glared from the wall: CLEAN. FEED. SURVIVE.
He tucked the fairy lights into a coffee can—their emergency kit—and carried Casey downstairs. The home still creaked, the fridge still hummed off-key, but the air felt lighter.

In the freezer, the casseroles waited.

So did they.

***

Ms. Voss, the social worker, tapped her clipboard with a manicured claw, her gaze sweeping over the home’s patched linoleum and the suspiciously shiny sink. “The state can’t condone minors living unsupervised, Trace. Your mother’s rehab could take months longer.”

Casey hovered in the hallway, clutching Mr. Otter, his remaining eye trained on the social worker’s sensible heels.

Trace crossed his arms, still in his grease-stained shirt from Big Tom’s Auto. “We’re fine. Bills are paid. Grades are passing. She eats.” He jerked his chin at Casey.

Ms. Voss sighed. “Your aunt Diane’s offered to take Casey. Just until—”

“No.” The word tore from him, raw. “You separate us, I quit school. Get two jobs. Sue you.”

Casey’s whisper sliced the silence: “I’ll run away.”

Ms. Voss’s tail twitched. “This isn’t a negotiation.”

Trace slammed his paycheck stub on the table—$127.84 from changing oil filters. “We need $200 a month. I make $480. Math ain’t negotiation either.”
***

Big Tom’s Auto reeked of gasoline and desperation. Trace scrubbed brake dust from wheel wells, his claws chipped, fur matted with sweat. Tom, a grizzled wolverine with a cigar perpetually unlit, watched him.

“Kid, you’re 15. Go play Xbox.”

Trace didn’t look up. “$10 an hour. Under the table.”

Tom snorted. “$8. And you haul trash.”

“Deal.”

Water, heating, and electric would be paid. Food would be on the table.
***

The movie theater’s marquee glowed like a false sun, its letters flickering over the words “STARLIGHT CINEMA.” Trace’s claws tightened around Casey’s wrist, the cold of the night seeping through his thin jacket. They’d stolen the money from the Grace’s room—a crumpled $20, Grace’s last “emergency fund” hidden in a shoe.  

“Warrior Protocol,” Trace hissed, nodding to the ticket booth. “You distract. I swipe.”  

Casey’s braid bobbed as she nodded, her pink fur matted from sleeping on a motel pillowcase. She waddled up to the attendant, clutching a crumpled ticket stub. “Can we… see it again?”  

The attendant sighed, too bored to care. “Buy new tickets.”  

Trace lunged, fingers brushing the scanner—too slow. The attendant caught him, yanking him forward. “Thief!”  

Casey bolted.  

---  

They stumbled into the darkened theater, the screen blazing with a superhero flick—a boy saving a girl from a burning building. The scent of buttered popcorn wrapped around them, sweet and cloying.  

“Sit here,” Trace whispered, wedging them into the back row. Casey’s claws dug into his arm as the hero’s theme swelled.  

Then came the whispers.  

“Look, it’s the grape juice kids!”  

Jenna Myers slithered down the aisle with her clique, their laughter sharp as claws.  

“Incest freaks,” someone hissed.  

Trace’s tail bristled. “Leave.”  

“Make us,” Jenna sneered, flicking a popcorn kernel at Casey’s head.  

The screen’s light glinted off the next missile—a candy bar. Then a soda cup. Then a full-scale assault.  

“They’re contagious!”  

“Don’t touch them!”  

Popcorn rained down. A half-eaten nacho splattered Casey’s cheek.  

“Run!” Trace yanked her up, but the crowd had already swarmed the aisle.  

Jenna’s laugh followed them into the lobby: “CPS couldn’t save you!”  

***
They fled into the parking lot, Casey’s sobs echoing off the asphalt. Trace pulled her behind a dumpster, his claws fisted in his jacket pockets.  

“I’m sorry,” he muttered, though he wasn’t. *He was sorry for the theater, for the tickets, for the way her braid had come undone, for the way she was shaking like a broken firefly.*  

Casey pressed herself against him, her tears soaking his shirt. “Why do they hate us?”  
“They don’t,” he lied. “They hate the dark.”  

She hiccuped. “Like the fireflies?”  

Trace’s breath hitched. “Yeah, Gremlin. Just like the fireflies.” 

He cupped her face, forcing her to meet his gaze. “We’re the light now,” he whispered. “Always.”  

A moth buzzed past—a single wingbeat in the void.  

Casey stared at it, her tears slowing. “Blink,” she whispered.  

Trace didn’t understand until she flicked the theater’s distant marquee with her claws—once, then twice.  

The moth didn’t answer.  

But somewhere, in the flicker of lights, Trace felt it: a spark.  

A code.  

Unbroken.  

They walked home in silence, the cold biting their cheeks, the moth’s wings a ghost between them.  

The fireflies weren’t done, just hiding.  

But the dark?  

The dark was theirs to command.  

***

Rain hissed against the home. Casey counted Trace’s tips—$22 in crumpled singles—while he soaked his hands in Epsom salts.

“Ms. Voss called again,” she said, lining the bills into a star shape. “Left a procedural voicemail.”

Trace flexed his swollen knuckles. “Ignore it.”

“What if they make me go?”

He stood, water sloshing, and pulled her into the attic. The fairy lights glowed—dimmer now, half the strand dead—but their sanctuary held.

“Remember the raccoons?” he said, tossing her a gummy worm.

Casey grinned, despite everything. “The ones that ate Aunt Marlene’s casserole?”

“Took ‘em three days to puke it up.” He flopped onto the mattress, wincing. “Point is—we’re meaner than raccoons.”

She curled against him, her breath warm on his collarbone. “Meaner than social workers?”

“Way meaner.”

***
Three weeks later, Ms. Voss returned with a sheriff’s deputy. Casey hid under the attic hatch, her claws sunk into the ladder rungs.

“Emergency custody order,” the deputy said, avoiding Trace’s glare.

Trace blocked the stairs, reeking of motor oil and rage. “You want her? Gotta go through me.”

Ms. Voss stepped forward. “Trace, please—”

“She’s all I’ve got!” The scream ripped his throat raw. “You take her, I’ve got nothing!” The tears came without permission, his breath heavy, body tense.
Silence.

Then, a small voice from above: “I’ll go.”

Casey descended, her fur brushed, Mr. Otter tucked under her arm. She handed Ms. Voss a crayoned “lease agreement”:

1. No separating Warriors
2. Check-ins ONLY
3. More gummy worms
Trace’s knees buckled. Ms. Voss stared at the paper, her professional mask cracking. “I’ll… speak to my supervisor.”

***
They met in the attic—Ms. Voss perched awkwardly on a milk crate, Trace glowering, Casey doling out stale Oreos.

“Biweekly visits,” Ms. Voss said. “And school counselors get access.”

Trace crossed his arms. “Casey stays.”

“And you stay in school.”

“Deal.”

That night, Trace counted tips while Casey quizzed him on algebra.

“What’s the slope of y=3x+5?”

“Three. Easy.”

“Prove it.”

He tackled her, tickling until she shrieked. Later, as the fairy lights flickered, she whispered, “Would you really have sued them?”

“Nah.” He tucked her under his chin. “Would’ve burned the whole system down if it meant keeping you, gremlin.”

She laughed, the sound warming the attic better than any lie.

CHAPTER TEN
The Tree House
Trace’s voice had deepened, but his laughter still carried the warmth of shared secrets. Casey had traded her tattered Mr. Otter for a journal filled with doodles of tree houses and gummy shark moats, though the stuffed otter still perched on their makeshift shelf, a silent witness to their evolution.

Months later, they broke ground on the tree house. Trace hammered planks while Casey painted the door—a bright red with a sign: *Wilderness Warriors Only*.  

“No monsters allowed,” she declared, slapping a gummy worm decal beside the knob.  

“Except the gummy kind,” Trace added, tossing her a worm from his pocket.  

She caught it, grinning, and pressed it into his palm. “Share.”  

As the sun dipped below the pines over the weeks of building, they sat on the platform, legs swinging. The attic’s fairy lights twinkled in the distance, but here, the air smelled of sap and possibility.  

“We did it,” Casey whispered. 
 

Trace squeezed her hand. “Yeah. We did.”  
Some scars remained, etched into their bones, but they’d learned to bend without breaking. Love, they’d discovered, wasn’t a cage or a cure—it was a choice, whispered in attic corners and sealed with kunik kisses.  

And in the quiet, the house finally slept.

***
The tree house creaked softly in the summer breeze, its walls adorned with twinkling fairy lights and Casey’s haphazardly painted murals of gummy sharks and pepper plants. A moth-eaten quilt laid spread across the floor, Mr. Otter presiding over the pillow fort with his lone button eye glinting in the moonlight. Trace’s tail flicked nervously as Casey knelt beside him, her smaller paws tracing the scar on his wrist—the one that matched hers.  

“*Kunik* first?” she whispered, bumping her nose against his.  

“Always,” he murmured, breathing her in—honey shampoo and graphite from sketching blueprints all afternoon.  

Her claws found the hem of his shirt, trembling only slightly. “Wilderness Warrior rules,” she said, forcing a grin. “No… grumpy hoses allowed.”
It had been a long while since they’d connected in this way; too busy surviving and pressing onward through the dark. Yet here, under the lights, the calm returned.

He caught her paw, pressing it to his chest where his heartbeat thrummed. “Only if you’re sure, gremlin.”  

She answered by peeling off her oversized hoodie, revealing the constellation of marks he’d mapped a hundred times. Her fur, downy-soft where Grace’s claws had once raked, glowed amber in the lantern light.  

They moved like explorers charting sacred ground—Trace’s calloused palms skimming the curve of her hips, Casey’s breath hitching as he nuzzled the velveteen dip between her ears. When her claws caught in the waistband of his jeans, he stilled.  

“Case. Look at me.”  

Her pupils were blown wide, but not with fear. “I’m not… her,” she said fiercely. “And you’re not… them.”  

The words unraveled his last thread of doubt.  

He undressed them slowly, their fur mingling—hers a sun-bleached gold, his a deeper desert russet. Her tail curled instinctively over the scarred place between her thighs, but he kissed it first, reverent as a pilgrim at a shrine.  

“Trace—”  

“Shh. Just us.”  

When he entered her, it was with the care of a boy who’d rebuilt himself from shattered glass. Her claws dug into his shoulders, not from pain, but to anchor them both as their bodies whispered a language older than trauma.  

“Full,” she gasped, laughing through tears. “Like… like swallowing the sun.”  

He choked on a sob, forehead pressed to hers. “Too much?”  

She answered by rolling her hips, her whiskers brushing his cheeks. “More us.”  

They found their rhythm in the creak of floorboards and the distant hoot of an owl—a dance of breath and trembling fur, of whispered kuniks and shared gummy worms clutched between their paws. When the peak came, it was quiet, a tide receding to reveal unbroken sand.  

Afterward, she traced the stripe down his spine, her voice drowsy with wonder. “No monsters here.”  

He tucked Mr. Otter under her arm, their tails entwined. “Just warriors.”  

Outside, the wind carried the scent of blooming peppers—spicy and sweet, like revenge tasted when left to ripen.    

The tree house held its breath, then sighed.  

They’d built it well.
***
The tree house’s fairy lights had multiplied—Casey’s doing—their glow now punctuated by paper cranes strung from the rafters. Each crane folded from Grace’s rehab letters, their wings inked with dates: Month 1: Apologies. Month 3: Clarity. Month 5: Sobriety.
“She’s growing peppers there,” Casey read aloud, sprawled on the mattress they’d dragged upstairs. “Says they’re not revenge ones. Just… regular.”

Trace grunted, oiling the tree house hinges. “Peppers are easy.”

“She drew a smiley face!” Casey thrust the letter at him, the paper crinkling.

He glanced at the lopsided doodle. “Smiley faces lie.”

***

Every Friday, Aunt Diane brought a new letter. Casey met her at the door, tail a metronome of hope. Trace lingered in the shadows, counting the casseroles she left—tuna, chicken, regret.

“She’s attending meetings,” Aunt Diane said, avoiding the attic’s glow above. “Sponsor says she’s committed.”

Casey beamed. Trace scraped mud from his boots, the sludge flecking Marlene’s heels. “Commitment’s cheap. Just like dad.”
Casey’s corner of the tree house bloomed with construction paper sunflowers and a countdown calendar. Red X’s marched toward a circled date: Homecoming.

“We’ll need a welcome banner,” she said, tacking up a sketch of Grace—sober, smiling, haloed by peppers.

Trace hammered extra bolts into the treehouse floor. “We’ll need a lock.”

That night, more rain lashed the home, the attic shuddering. Casey traced Grace’s latest letter, her voice small. “What if she’s really better?”

Trace set aside his wrench. “What if she’s not?”

“You don’t believe the letters.”

“I believe you do.”

She hugged Mr. Otter, his stitches straining. “I saved her a gummy worm.”

Next morning, Trace found Casey’s banner rolled under her bed. He uncurled it, smoothing the creases. WELCOME HOME, MOM in glitter glue, the O’s dotted with pepper stickers.

He left it there—not hung, not discarded.

At Big Tom’s Auto, Trace pocketed a spark plug, then tossed it back.

“Kid,” Tom grunted, “stop eyeing the junk pile. You ain’t stealing today.”

Trace scrubbed a windshield raw. “Need a… plant pot.”

Tom flicked him a hubcap. “On the house.”

That night, Trace anchored the hubcap in the attic windowsill. Casey pressed a pepper seed into the soil, her claw brushing his.

“For her?” she asked.

“For us,” he said.

The seed split open, pale roots groping for light.

***
The attic hummed with the ghost of thunderstorms past, the fairy lights pulsing like arrhythmic hearts. Trace sat cross-legged under their glow, a screwdriver clutched in his claw—busywork, though the tree house had been finished for months. The letter lay gutted at his feet: Discharge Approved.
Casey found him there, her shadow stretching long in the honeyed dark. “Your turn to hide,” she announced, Mr. Otter dangling from her fist.

He didn’t look up. “Not playing.”

She flopped beside him, her knee knocking his. “Scared?”

“No.” The lie curdled.

Casey plucked the screwdriver from his grip. “Liar. You’re doing the… twitchy ear thing.”

He swiped at his face, but she caught his wrist. Her claws were sticky, reeking of grape soda and stolen courage.

“Okay,” she said, flopping onto her back. “Once upon a midnight—”

“No stories.”

“—there were two fireflies. Dumb ones. Got lost in, like, space.”

Trace groaned. “Fireflies don’t live in space.”

“These ones did!” She kicked the fairy lights, setting them swaying. “They had to blink codes to find home. One was all…” She flashed her paw light twice. “Help! And the other was like…” Three quick blinks. “Found snacks!”

A laugh punched through Trace’s tears. “That’s not a code.”

“Is too!” She sat up, earnest. “The dumb one kept blinking snacks till the smart one got mad and blinked real hard.” She mimed an explosion. “Boom! Made a constellation.”

“And?”

Casey shrugged. “They followed it home. Duh. Whenever they were lost, all they had to do was look up and follow it.”
Trace stared at the lights—their attic constellation, their Morse code. “What if… the smart one’s wrong?”

She pressed her forehead to his, her breath sweet with stolen gum. “Then the dumb one blinks snacks forever.”

He broke quietly, tears seeping into her hoodie. Casey didn’t shush him. She blinked—flicking the fairy lights on/off, on/off—until his sobs turned to hiccups.

“Grace’s not… her,” he rasped.

“Duh.” Casey tucked Mr. Otter under his arm. “She’s Mom now. With… glowy bits.”

“Firefly bits?”

“Exactly.”

They fell asleep curled like parentheses around their fear, the lights dimming to a heartbeat rhythm. Dawn found them knotted in the quilt, Casey’s claws fisted in Trace’s shirt, his muzzle buried in her braid.

The fairy lights flickered once, twice—snacks, then home.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Homecoming
The house smelled like her.

Trace froze in the foyer, the grocery bags slipping from his claws. Lemon polish, lavender detergent—Grace’s old weapons against the stench of wine—now sanitized the air. But underneath, faint as a bruise: her musk.

Casey’s banner flapped above the stairs, glitter glue screaming WELCOME HOME MOM!!! in neon pink. Pepper stickers dotted the O’s.

“Trace?” Casey hovered by the kitchen, her paws smeared with half-mixed cookie dough. “She’s here.”

He didn’t move. The walls pulsed with memories:

Grace’s claws digging into his 12-year-old hips, her wine-sour breath hissing, “Don’t wake your sister—”
Casey, 7, peeking through the crack in his door, her Mr. Otter clutched to her chest. Grace’s laugh, syrup-thick: “Join us, baby. It’s a… game.”
Him, vomiting in the backyard afterward, fingernails clawing his thighs raw. “Don’t tell,” Grace had purred, stroking his ears. “Our secret.”

The door opened.
Grace stood in the living room, her rehab-softened frame swimming in a cardigan Casey must’ve knit. Her claws—manicured now, rounded—twisted a sobriety chip.

“Kids,” she breathed.

Casey lunged first, colliding with Grace’s ribs. “You’re back! We made snickerdoodles and I didn’t burn them this time and—”

Trace stayed rooted.

Grace’s gaze found his. “Trace. You’ve… grown.”

His skin crawled. She’d said that before, in the dark, her tongue mapping his collarbone.
***
At dinner, Casey chattered, sprinkling crumbs across Grace’s “new beginnings” placemats. “And we have a garden now! Well, not yet, but Trace dug holes and—”

“Hear anything from Dad?”

The question hung, sharp as a cleaver.

Grace’s fork clattered. “He’s… traveling. Has a new work partner.”

Casey’s ears twitched. “Traveling for what?”

“For cowardice.” Trace’s growl startled even him.

Casey kicked him under the table.

Grace stared at her salmon. “He didn’t… see.”

Bullshit. Trace’s claws split his napkin. Dad had seen—through the whiskey haze, through the cracked bedroom door—and chose the bottle’s embrace over his children’s screams.
***
Casey dragged Grace to the couch for Space Warriors, their laughter tinny. Trace scrubbed the already-clean kitchen, Lysol burning his nostrils.

Grace’s teeth on his neck, her paw groping under his shirt. “You’re my good boy.”
Casey’s whimper from the hallway. “Tracey? I’m scared—”
Grace’s snarl: “Quiet, baby. Big brother’s busy.”
The dishrag tore.

***
Casey found him at 2 a.m., shredding the welcome banner in the attic.
“Why?” She grabbed the scraps, glitter clinging to her fur.

He gestured to the house below. “She’ll ruin this.”

“She’s different!”

“You don’t remember!”

Casey flinched. “I… do.”

The confession gutted him.

She sat, folding a banner shred into a crane. “Mr. Otter remembers too. His eye popped off when… when she threw him. When the tingly feelings made me scream…”
Trace’s rage curdled to ash.

“But,” Casey whispered, pressing the crane into his paw, “the tree house doesn’t remember. We built that. Right?”

He hugged her tightly.
***
Grace stood at the attic ladder next morning, her claws white on the rungs. “Casey said you have a… fort up here?”

Trace blocked the hatch. “No.”

“Can I—”

“No.”

She retreated, but not before he caught her scent—fear, not wine—and hated how it thrilled him. A taste of her own medicine that made her feel what they did now.
***
Casey strung new fairy lights, her tail flicking. “We could show her someday.”

Trace hammered a plank over the window. “Never.”

“But—”

“Never, Case.”

She hugged Mr. Otter, his remaining eye reflecting the setting sun. “What if she’s lonely?”

Let her rot.
But Trace said nothing.

Below, Grace watered the garden, her paws careful around the pepper sprouts. Trace watched from above—their, not hers—claws denting the windowsill.

Casey joined her, dirt smudging her pants and shirt. Their laughter drifted up, soft and foreign.

The house held its breath.

The attic waited with the tree house, ever watchful.
CHAPTER TWELVE
The Firefly’s Codex
Trace jolted awake, the attic’s fairy lights strobing like a panicked heartbeat. His cock throbbed—not from want, but memory—as the dream clung to his fur:
Age twelve, door locked. Grace’s claws skating up his thigh. “Look how you’ve grown,” she’d purred, her breath reeking of Merlot. Her robe gaping, nipples hardened against the silk. “Let’s… celebrate.”
Him, frozen. Her tongue—thick, insistent—slithering into his mouth. The snap of his waistband.. Her paw wrapping him, squeezing to the rhythm of Casey’s giggles downstairs. “Quiet, baby. This is our game.”
Then later, Casey’s turn. Seven years old, clutching Mr. Otter as Grace pressed the “grape juice” to her lips. “Make your brother feel good,” she’d cooed, guiding Casey’s tiny paw to Trace’s cock. “See? He likes it.”
Casey’s tears. His own vomit later, acidic and endless.
“Trace?” Casey’s voice cut through the static. She knelt beside him, Mr. Otter’s remaining eye reflecting the fairy lights. “Was it the fireflies again?”

He recoiled. “Don’t.”

She flinched but held her ground. “The dumb one—the one who blinked snacks—got stuck in a spiderweb. But the smart one didn’t leave. He blinked so bright the web melted.”

“Stop.”

“And then they made a constellation out of the silk—”

“I COULD’VE STOPPED HER!”

The attic swallowed his scream. Casey didn’t retreat.
“I tried,” he rasped, claws gouging his thighs. “That night with the… the juice. I told her no. But she—she said she’d send you away. That no one would believe a foster kid over her.”

Casey’s paw covered his, sticky with gummy residue. “You did stop her. Every day after.”

“Not enough.”

“Enough.” She pressed her forehead to his, her breath sweet, alive. “We’re here. Not there.”

It happened softly—her lips brushing his cheek, then lingering. Not a demand, not a game. A kunik.

Trace froze. “Casey—”

“Fireflies don’t need words,” she whispered. “Just light.”

He cupped her face, thumbs tracing the scars under her fur. “We’re not… fireflies.”

“Duh. We’re Warriors.” Her nose bumped his, a ghost of a smile. “But… maybe we’re home too.”

***

Dawn came and Grace’s shadow loomed at the attic ladder. “Kids? Pancakes are—”

“Later.” Trace didn’t turn, his claws laced with Casey’s.

The ladder creaked. Retreated.

Casey nestled into his side, her ear pressed to his scarred chest. “We’re stronger than you think. You’re stronger.”
***

Trace woke once again, choking on the phantom taste of grape juice, his cock rigid with remembered shame. The dream clung like tar:

Casey at seven, her paws sticky with candy, giggling as Grace stroked her ears. “Special juice, baby. Makes the game fun.”
Him, twelve, forced to kneel behind her, Grace’s claws digging into his hips. 
“Push,” she’d hissed, wine-hot breath on his neck. “Make your sister happy.”
Casey’s confused whimper. “Tracey? It’s… squishy.”
Grace’s laugh, shrill as shattered glass. “See? He loves you.”
He vomited over the attic ledge, bile splattering the pepper plants below.
The lights above blinked as Casey found him curled around the compost bucket, his fur matted with sweat. Without a word, she draped their quilt over his shoulders—burnt orange, stitched with fireflies.

“The dumb firefly,” she began, pressing a gummy worm to his lips, “thought his light was broken. ’Cause it flickered when he… sneezed.”

Trace spat the gummy into the dirt. “Stop.”

She plowed on, climbing into his lap like she was still seven. “But the smart one said, ’Duh! Flickering’s how we talk!’ So they made a code—”

“We’re not fireflies!” He shoved her off, tears scalding his cheeks. “What she made us do—what I did—it’s rotten. You don’t just… glitter that away!”
He was lead back to the attic.

Casey sat cross-legged, Mr. Otter’s empty eye socket trained on him. “I remember the juice. The hurt. But…” She tapped her chest, where her heartbeat thrummed. “You’re here. Not her.”

Trace stared at his claws—had they gripped Casey’s hips that night? Had he moaned?—and wanted to rip them off.

“You’re my light,” she insisted, crawling back. “Even when you flicker.”
Her kiss wasn’t a child’s peck. It was a kunik—nose to cheek, breath to pulse—lingering where Grace’s teeth had marked him.

Trace recoiled. “Casey—”

“Home isn’t a place.” She gripped his muzzle, forcing his gaze. “It’s your stupid snoring. Your burnt pancakes. Your dumb jokes. You.”

He shook, craving the lie of her innocence. “What if I… want more?”

She blinked, uncomprehending. “More gummies?”

The laugh that tore from him was half-sob. “Yeah, gremlin. More gummies.”

***

They fell asleep in the quilt fort, Casey’s braid tangled in his claws. At dawn, Grace called up the ladder—timid, mortal, not monster—but Trace silenced her with a glare.

Casey stirred, scribbling in her notebook:

FIREFLY RULES
1. Flicker = Help
2. Blink Fast = Snacks
3. Steady Glow = Home
She tucked it under his pillow, a manifesto in crayon.

That evening, Trace found Grace weeping by the peppers, her sobriety chip glinting in the dirt. He left it there—a seed for better ghosts—and climbed to the treehouse.

Casey waited, their constellation of fairy lights humming.

“You,” she said, flicking the switch. On. Off. On.
He answered in kind.

Once more, Trace awoke with a start. His code flickered at 3 a.m.—three quick blinks, then two long—the attic’s fairy lights stammering like a wounded pulse. Casey found him hunched in the quilt fort, clawing at his chest as if to dig out the rot festering there.

“Firefly emergency?” she whispered, her voice still slurred with sleep.

He didn’t look up. “What’s the… the dumb one do if he… can’t forgive?”

Casey crawled into his lap, her weight familiar, her paws cupping his face. “The smart one said forgiveness is dumb anyway. So they made a deal.”

***

“The dumb firefly got stuck in a jar,” she began, her nose brushing his. “Lid screwed tight. No codes, no snacks. Just… dark.”

Trace’s breath hitched.

“But the smart one didn’t unscrew the lid. Know what he did?”

“What?”

“He crawled inside. Even though it was small. Even though it hurt.”

Trace’s claws flexed. “That’s stupid.”

“Duh.” She pressed her forehead to his scar. “But now the jar’s not a trap. It’s a… lantern. They glow together, and the dark gets scared.”

He broke quietly this time, tears pooling in Casey’s palm. “I hate her.”

“Me too.”

“I hate me.”

“Me too,” she lied, kissing the salt from his cheeks.

Grace’s shadow loomed at the attic hatch, her rehab-softened voice tentative. “Kids? I made cocoa—”

“Go. Away.”

She retreated.

Casey waited, tracing the ridges of Trace’s knuckles. “The deal was… they don’t forgive the jar. They just fill it with better light.”

“How?”

She guided his claw to her chest, where her heartbeat thrummed—steady, alive. “Blink with me.”

They stayed until dawn, the fairy lights flickering their manifesto:

1. Hate is allowed.
2. Love is louder.
3. The jar is ours.
Grace found the empty mugs hours later, the dregs of cocoa hardening into a new constellation.

While Trace didn’t forgive, he planted a pepper in Grace’s garden—a mutant hybrid, all thorns and defiant blooms.

Casey named it Firefly’s Bargain.

It grew.

***

Weeks later, Trace’s room hummed with the glow of his gaming monitor and the faint twinkle of fairy lights salvaged from the attic. A mason jar sat on his desk, empty except for a handful of glow-in-the-dark stars—Casey’s addition. The click-clack of his controller paused when Grace knocked, her shadow warped under the door.

“Can we talk?” Her voice was soft, sanded down by months of sobriety.

He didn’t look up. “Boss fight.”

She entered anyway, clutching a mug of cocoa—whipped cream, no marshmallows, the way he’d liked it as a kid. The scent clashed with the memory of Merlot.

“I… got you something.” She placed a wrapped box on his bed—too neatly, like a peace offering. “For your birthday.”

Trace’s character died onscreen. “Great.”

Grace flinched but stayed. “I know I don’t deserve—”

“You don’t.”

Silence. The fairy lights flickered.

Then, unprompted, the words slipped out—rough, rehearsed in his head a thousand times. “There were… fireflies. Trapped in a jar.”

Grace froze.

“The lid was screwed tight. Dark. No codes, no snacks.” His claws tightened on the controller. “But they didn’t die. Know why?”

She shook her head.

“They ate the dark. Turned it into… light.” He finally met her gaze, his own burning. “Our light. Not yours.”

Grace’s mug trembled, cocoa sloshing. “Trace, I—”

“The jar’s still there.” He stood, towering over her. “But it’s ours now. You don’t get to open it. You don’t get to look.”

She retreated, the mug abandoned on his dresser. At the door, she whispered, “Happy birthday, firefly.”

The word should’ve cut. Instead, it settled—a moth alighting on stone.

Trace unwrapped the gift later: a handheld game he’d wanted for years. Casey’s sticky note clung to it: “Told you she listens. -C”
He pocketed the note, left the game unplayed, and lay awake staring at the jar.

The stars glowed back—faint, stubborn, theirs.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Apology From The Dark
The tree house shimmered with Casey’s latest obsession—glow-in-the-dark stickers plastered to the ceiling, swirling constellations only she could name. Grace’s gift sat unopened in the corner, a stuffed otter with two button eyes, but Casey cared more about the cupcake Trace had iced with jagged pepper emojis.

“Make a wish, gremlin,” he said, shielding the candle from the wind.

She closed her eyes, then blew—one breath, all her eleven-year-old might. The flame died. “Your turn!”

“I don’t do wishes.”

“Liar.” She smeared frosting on his nose. “You wished for this.”

He froze. “What?”

“Me. Here. Happy.” Her grin faltered. “Right?”

The treehouse held its breath.

“Yeah,” he lied. “Right.”
Grace’s shadow climbed the ladder at dusk, her claws clutching a mason jar. “Casey, I… found this.”

Inside, dead fireflies floated in resin—a paperweight, grotesque and glittering.

Casey’s tail drooped. “They’re stuck.”

“I thought—” Grace’s voice cracked. “—you liked them.”

Trace snatched the jar. “Genius. Preserve the thing that haunts us.”

Casey rescued it, pressing the jar to the fairy lights. “Now they glow forever. No dark.”

Grace retreated, her apology rotting on the ladder.

Nightfall found them in the attic, Trace picking resin off the jar. “Should’ve trashed it.”

Casey shrugged, braiding his tail. “The dark said sorry.”

“Bullshit.”

“In the story!” She flicked the lights—three short, one long. “The dumb firefly got mad at the dark. Yelled, ’You hurt us!’ And the dark… cried.”

Trace snorted. “Dark doesn’t cry.”

“Does too!” She crawled into his lap, her nose brushing his. “Tears made stars. That’s the apology.”

He stiffened. “Casey—”

Her kiss was a spark—quick, electric—not on his cheek, but his lips.

He recoiled. “We don’t—”

“Warrior’s code,” she whispered, unflinching. “You’re my light. I’m yours. The dark can’t have that. But maybe…”

From below, Grace’s sob echoed through the floorboards. Trace hadn’t realized she was listening.

Casey pressed the jar into his claws. “Forgiving the dark doesn’t mean liking it. Just… using it.”

He stared at the dead fireflies, their abdomens frozen mid-glow. “For what?”

“Making stars.”

Trace found Grace on the porch, her face raw. He dropped the jar into her lap. “Fix it.”

She blinked. “How?”

“Alive.”

They dug the grave at sunrise—Casey’s laughter weaving through the pepper plants as she chased real fireflies. Grace’s claws trembled, burying the jar deep.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Trace walked away.

But he didn’t stop Casey from taking Grace’s paw.

***

That night, the attic’s constellations burned brighter. Casey’s new otter slept in the compost bin “Mr. Otter Jr. needs toughening,” and Trace’s controller stayed idle.

“Tell the story again,” he muttered, tracing her brow.

She did.

The dark listened.

And somewhere, impossibly, it wept.
The kitchen light buzzed like a dying wasp, its flicker casting Grace’s shadow against the wall—grotesque, then small, grotesque again. She sat at the table, claws wrapped around a mug of chamomile tea that smelled nothing like wine. Trace lingered in the doorway, his silhouette sharpened by the attic’s fairy lights still glowing upstairs.

Casey crouched under the stairs, Mr. Otter Jr. clamped over her mouth.

“Why?” Trace’s voice cracked the silence.

Grace didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “I was… broken.”

“Bullshit.” He stepped into the light, his 16-year-old frame taut as a bowstring. “Dad left because he was broken. Then you broke us. Why’d you… do it?”

Her mug trembled. “I wanted to feel… powerful. After your dad—after he checked out—I needed… control. Over someone. Over you.”

Casey’s claws dug into the otter’s fur.

“Control?” Trace laughed, jagged. “You ruined us.”

“I know.” A tear splashed into the tea. “I wanted to be seen. But all I did was… monster.”

“And Casey?!” His roar rattled the pepper jars on the windowsill. “She was seven!”

Grace crumpled. “I told myself… she’d forget. That you’d both… love me anyway.”

“We did!”

The confession hung, raw and suffocating. Trace’s breath came in rasps. Casey’s tears soaked the otter’s fur.

Finally, quieter: “Dad ever try to stop you?”

Grace shook her head. “He’d… hear sometimes. Through the walls. Just… drank louder.”

Trace’s claws drew blood. “Coward.”

“Yes.”

Silence. The light flickered.

Then, softer: “Casey’s story. About the fireflies.” Trace’s throat worked. “They… ate the dark. Made it light.”

Grace looked up.

“Maybe…” He swallowed. “Maybe you’re a firefly too. Broken one. But… trying.”

Casey stifled a gasp.

Grace reached across the table, her scarred paw hovering. “Can I… blink with you? Just… sometimes?”

Trace didn’t take her hand. But he didn’t leave.

“Ask Casey,” he muttered, turning away.

“I’m asking you.”

He paused at the stairs. “Blink first. See if we notice.”

Casey found Grace on the porch at dawn that morning, a jar of live fireflies beside her—lid off, wings flickering free.

“Dumb fireflies,” Casey said, sitting close. “They need a code.”

Grace’s smile trembled. “Teach me?”

Casey blinked the attic lights—three short, one long.

Somewhere above, Trace blinked back.

***

The basement hummed with the electric purr of Trace’s gaming console, its screen casting a cobalt glow over the chili pepper decals Casey had stuck to his controller. Grace hovered in the doorway, her claws tucked into the pockets of her work slacks—dry cleaner crisp, smelling of lavender starch instead of Merlot.  

“Space Warriors 7?” she asked, nodding at the screen where Trace’s avatar obliterated a comet. “Your dad and I… we played the original. On our first date.”  

Trace’s tail flicked. “Doubt it.”  

“Swear.” She edged closer, her reflection glitching in the monitor. “He’d let me win. Said it was *‘chivalry.’*”  

“Sounds fake.”  

Grace pointed at the avatar’s neon-green blaster. “That’s the XR-9000. Original had the XR-5. Less range, but a faster reload.”  

Trace paused. “...You’re not lying.”  

“Nope.” She settled on the floor beside him, her knees creaking. “Taught him the asteroid cheat code. Up, Down, L1, R2.”  

“Doesn’t work anymore.”  

“Try me.”  

They played.  

Grace’s paws fumbled the controller, her corporate manicure clicking against the buttons. She crashed into debris, overshot jumps, and laughed—actually laughed—when her avatar face-planted into a black hole.  

“Rot! Used to be good at this.”  

Trace snorted. “Sure.”  

“Ask your dad.” Her smile faltered. “If he ever…”  

“He won’t.”  

Silence, save for the pew-pew of lasers.  

Then, quietly: “We stopped playing when the… *drinking* started. Your dad said games were for kids.”  

Trace’s avatar hesitated mid-jump. “You let him win too?”  

Grace’s claws tightened. “I let him *leave.*”  

On the final lap, Trace’s fingers slowed. Grace’s rusty muscle memory kicked in—dodge, boost, kamikaze leap. Her avatar crossed the finish line in a shower of pixel confetti.  

She blinked. “Did you just…”  

“Shut up.” He tossed his controller onto the couch. “Beginner’s luck.”  

But she’d seen it—the microsecond lag, the intentional drift. A gift, wrapped in grudge.   

Casey’s note was taped to the fridge the next morning—a crayon firefly with “TEAM WIN!!!” scrawled in glitter glue. Grace traced the wings, her throat tight.  

In the basement, Trace found his controller repaired, the sticky triggers smoothed. A Post-it clung to the back:  

Cheat Code Update:  

Up, Down, L1, R2 + START* = New Game
He didn’t delete it.  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Testing The Waters
The kitchen reeked of fermented grapes. Grace crouched amidst shattered glass, her reflection splintered across a dozen shards—each shard a different her: the wine-lipped seductress, the clawed monster, the trembling ghost. The uncorked bottle lay gutted on the floor, its contents pooling around her knees like a bloodstain.

“Just one sip,” she’d told herself. To test the lock on the cage.

Her claws closed around a jagged fragment. “Please,” she begged the dark, “don’t let them see—”

The fairy lights erupted—blink-blink-blink—from the attic, then the hallway, then the treehouse. A coded scream.

Casey skidded into the kitchen first, Mr. Otter Jr. dangling from her fist. “Warrior protocol!”

Grace scrambled back, glass biting her palms. “Stay away! I’m—I’m her again—”

“Duh.” Casey knelt, ignoring the wine seeping into her socks. “The fireflies knew the dark. That’s how they beat it.”

Trace hovered in the doorway, his tail lashing. “Casey, move—”

“No!” She flicked her flashlight—three quick bursts. “The dumb firefly tried to drink the dark once. Made him sick. But the smart one didn’t yell. Know what she did?”

Grace’s breath hitched. “What?”

Casey pressed her muzzle to Grace’s wine-stained paw. “She shared the sick. So the dark got scared and… puked.”

Trace’s laugh was a broken thing. “Gross, gremlin.”

“But true!” Casey glared at him. “Blink with us.”

The fairy lights pulsed—Trace’s code, then Casey’s, then nothing. A held breath.

Grace reached for the bottle’s corpse. “I just… wanted to see if she was gone.”

“She is.” Trace stepped into the wreckage, glass crunching underfoot. “We ate her.”

He didn’t soften—not fully. But his arms encircled them both, rigid as barbed wire, his chin resting on Grace’s head. Casey wormed between them, her tail thrashing a triumphant rhythm.

“Blink-blink,” she whispered.

Grace’s tears fell into the wine puddle, diluting it to pink. “I’m… sorry.”

“We know,” Trace muttered. “Still sucks.”

After shed tears, they mopped in silence, Trace sweeping glass into a dustpan labeled MONSTER PARTS. 
Casey fished out the largest shard, holding it to the light. “Ooh. Rainbow.”

“Give that,” Trace snapped.

“Make me.”

He didn’t.

Later, they buried the glass in the pepper patch—revenge vegetables turned resurrection soil. Casey planted a sticker on the grave: “Here lies the dark. It barfed. -FF Codex”
At dawn, Trace found Grace scrubbing the last stain. He tossed her a firefly jar—live ones, lid off.

“Blink at midnight,” he said. “We’ll answer.”

She did.

They did.

***
The kitchen smelled of burnt toast and the peppermint tea Grace had sworn by since rehab. Trace slumped at the table, scrolling through his phone while Casey’s laughter tumbled down from the attic—a melody punctuated by the click-click of her coding a new firefly pattern into the fairy lights.

Grace set a mug beside him, steam curling into the shape of a question mark. “She’s happy.”

Trace grunted, not looking up. “Duh. Beat level twelve.”

“Not the game.” Grace’s claw tapped the table—Morse code for “L-I-S-T-E-N.” “You make her happy.”

The phone clattered. “We’re fine.”

“I know.” She sat, her rehab journal peeking from her apron pocket. “I see how she looks at you. How you… protect each other.”

Trace’s tail bristled. “Got a point?”

Grace inhaled, the scent of peppermint sharpening. “Your dad once looked at me like that. Before the drinking. Before… everything.”

“We’re not you.”

“No.” Her claw grazed the journal’s spine. “You’re stronger.”

Silence. The attic lights pulsed—Casey’s newest creation: a heartbeat rhythm in green and gold.
Trace stood, chair screeching. “If you’re gonna report us—”

“Trace.” Grace’s voice fractured. “I see you. Both. The way she… kuniks your scars. How you guard her codes.”

He froze.

“I’m not here to judge.” She opened the journal to a dog-eared page—a firefly doodle with “FORGIVE?” scrawled beneath. “I just need to know… is it love? Real love? Not… the game?”

The word hung—a grenade with the pin half-pulled.
Trace’s claws dug into the table. “What if it is?”

Grace stood, her shadow merging with his. “Then you have what your dad and I lost.”

Casey’s flashlight blinked from the attic—three quick, two long: “T-R-A-C-E.”
He climbed the ladder, each rung heavier than the last. She waited in their quilt fort, the fairy lights now spelling “HOME” in pulsating cyan.

“Grace knows,” he said.

Casey didn’t flinch. “Duh. She’s a firefly now.”

“She’s… okay with it.”

“Told you.” Casey flicked her flashlight—dot-dot-dash: “L-O-V-E.” “The code’s unbreakable.”

At dawn, Grace found Trace’s journal entry on the fridge—a sketch of two fireflies, their abdomens glowing “US”, with a postscript:

“The jar’s still ours. But the lid’s off. -T”
She added her own note beneath:

“Wings need space. Soar anyway. -G”
That night, the attic lights blazed—not a code, but a declaration.

The neighbors gossiped.

The peppers ripened.

And the dark, for once, stayed silent.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The Firefly’s Answer
The tree house shivered under an autumn wind, its wooden bones creaking as dead leaves skittered across the floor. Trace had strung extra fairy lights—Casey’s doing—their golden glow pooling in the corners like spilled honey. She burrowed under their quilt, her nose pink from the cold, and stole the controller from his hands.

“Warrior’s Code,” she declared, pausing the game. “Truth or dare.”

Trace yanked the blanket back. “It’s freezing. Play later.”

“Truth.” She ignored him, her tail flicking against his thigh. “Are you gonna get a girlfriend?”

The question hung, sharp as the first frost. Trace stared at the screen—his avatar frozen mid-battle, sword raised against a pixelated storm.

“Why?” he muttered.

Casey shrugged, her claws picking at the quilt’s frayed edge. “Jenna Myers asked about you again. Guess she doesn’t hate you. Said you’re… mysterious.”

“Jenna Myers smells like wet dog.”

“True.” She inched closer, her icy toes brushing his calf. “But still. You could. If you wanted.”
Trace killed the console. The screen died, leaving only the fairy lights and the brittle sigh of the wind.

“I don’t want,” he said.

Casey’s ears flattened. “Why?”

He turned, his scarred muzzle inches from hers. “Got a firefly. Don’t need a girlfriend.”

Somewhere below, Grace raked leaves—the rhythmic scrape of metal on earth. A pepper plant’s skeleton rattled in the garden, its harvest long since jarred and labeled Firefly’s Bargain.

Casey’s breath hitched. “But… fireflies aren’t girlfriends.”

“Mine is.”

The quilt slipped. She didn’t move to catch it. Her claws found his, tentative. “What if… I flicker?”

“You always flicker.”

“What if I go dark?”

He pressed her palm to his chest, where his heartbeat thudded—steady, stubborn. “Then I’ll eat the dark. Like you taught me.”

It wasn’t their first, far from, but it was the first without guilt, without Grace’s ghost between them. Her lips tasted of stolen caramel apples, his of chili powder and resolve. The fairy lights dimmed—not a code, but a reverence.

When they broke apart, Casey’s laugh was a spark. “Dumb firefly.”

“Yours,” he said.

They fell asleep in a tangle of limbs and quilt, the cold kept at bay by shared breath. Dawn found them thus—Trace’s muzzle buried in Casey’s braid, her claws fisted in his shirt, the fairy lights still humming their silent hymn.

Grace left a thermos of cocoa at the ladder’s base, the steam curling into a shape that almost looked like wings.

The last pepper hung withered on the vine, its scarlet skin bleached to rust. Trace plucked it, pressing it into Casey’s palm.

“For the next story,” he said.

She tucked it into her pocket, and then placed her hand over her heart. “Ours.”

The cold deepened.

The fireflies slept.

And the dark, for once, stayed kind.

***

The living room hummed with the static glow of the TV, its light pooling over the couch like liquid silver. Grace had dragged in every blanket from the attic—musty quilts, threadbare throws, the burnt orange one stitched with fireflies—and built a nest that swallowed the cushions whole. Casey commandeered the popcorn bowl, her claws glinting with butter, while Trace scowled at the movie options.

“Space Warriors 3,” he grumbled. “The one where Zeta betrays the fleet. Dumb.”

Casey kicked his shin. “Classic. Dad’s favorite.”

Grace flinched, then steadied. “He… he used to quote the lava planet scene.”

A beat. Trace selected the movie.

Zeta’s betrayal unfolded in jagged holograms, her pixelated tears glitching as she airlocked her crew. Casey curled into Trace’s side, her claws absently tracing the firefly stitches on the quilt. Grace sat rigid on the far cushion, a bowl of unpopped kernels in her lap.

“Remember when Dad tried to build a lava lamp?” Casey mumbled through a mouthful of popcorn. “Exploded glitter everywhere.”

Trace snorted. “You cried. Thought it was magic.”

“Was seven!”

Grace’s laugh was a fragile thing. “He never cleaned it up. Just… bought another bottle.”

The TV flickered. Outside, the first frost kissed the windows.

The screen died mid-battle, plunging them into a dark so thick it choked.

“Warrior’s protocol!” Casey lunged for the fairy light remote, her paws smashing buttons.

Nothing.

Then—blink.

A lone firefly drifted through the cracked window, its abdomen pulsing dot-dash-dot.

“Code!” Casey whispered. “Look look look!”
Grace stood, her silhouette trembling. “I’ll check the fuse box—”

“Wait.” Trace’s claw found hers in the dark. “See that?”

More fireflies seeped in, their bodies weaving a constellation over the couch. Casey’s breath hitched. “The jar… they’re free.”

They watched in silence as the bioluminescent ballet painted the ceiling. Trace’s tail brushed Grace’s knee. She didn’t pull away.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, not to the dark, but to the space between them. “For the… nights. The games. Everything.”

Casey’s paw slipped into hers. “We ate the dark. Made this.”

Trace leaned back, his voice rough. “Still sucks.”

“Yeah.” Grace squeezed Casey’s claw. “But the stars are nice.”

They woke tangled in quilts and limbs, the TV murmuring infomercials. Frost etched the windows, but the fireflies had gone, leaving only the attic lights blinking lazily—three short, one long: “H-O-M-E.”
Grace rose first, brewing cocoa with extra marshmallows. Trace found Casey’s doodle on the coffee table—a trio of fireflies, one with Grace’s curls, one with Trace’s scowl, one with Casey’s braid.

“The Kind Dark,” she’d labeled it. “Stars optional. -FF Codex”
That afternoon, they buried the last unpopped kernel in the pepper patch.

The frost lingered.

The fireflies slept.

And the dark, for once, stayed kind.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Life Goes On
The auditorium buzzed with the drone of pomp and circumstance. Trace stood in his cap and gown, the tassel itching his brow, scanning the crowd until he found them—Grace in a teal pantsuit (sober, steady), and Casey, now 13, her braid streaked with purple hair chalk, waving a glow stick shaped like a firefly.

Blink-blink-blink went the glow stick—their old attic code for “Proud of you.”
He smirked, adjusting his stole. Duh, he blinked back with his phone flashlight.

Later, in the tree house, now wired with USB ports and Casey’s LED constellations, Grace hovered by the ladder. “State College offered a full ride. You could… leave.”

Trace didn’t look up from his laptop. “Community College’s robotics program’s better.”

“Since when do you care about robotics?”

“Since this.” He gestured to the garden below, where Casey crouched, planting pepper seeds in a hubcap. “Her science fair project’s a solar-powered grow light. Needs a circuit designer.”

Grace’s claws tightened on the rungs. “You don’t have to stay for us.”

“I’m not.” He met her gaze. “Staying for me.”

Casey’s middle school loomed like a spaceship, all glass and echoes. Trace waited at the chain-link fence, his motorcycle helmet dangling from one claw.

She stomped out, fists balled, her “FIREFLY SQUAD” tee splattered with ink.

“Warrior’s Code,” he said, tossing her a slushie. “Truth or dare.”

“Dare.”

“Who’s the jerk?”

She slurped violently. “Jessica Park. Said our family’s weird. Said we’re… incest hillbillies.”

Trace’s tail lashed. “Want me to—”

“No.” Casey flicked her phone flashlight—dot-dot-dash-dot: “Handled it.”
“How?”

She grinned, butter knife-sharp. “Told her fireflies eat dumb moths. Now she’s scared of the dark.”
Midnight found them in the attic, now a hybrid of childhood relics and teen rebellion—fairy lights tangled with band posters, Mr. Otter Jr. presiding over a mini-fridge.

“College apps suck,” Trace groaned, lobbing a stress ball at Casey’s periodic table.

She caught it, mid-text. “Grace says you’re avoiding the essay.”

“Grace should fix her own trauma before psychoanalyzing mine.”

“Duh.” Casey tossed him a flash drive labeled “FIREFLY MANIFESTO.” “Use our code. Write about… systems that survive blackouts.”

He plugged it in. The document glowed: “Family isn’t a circuit. It’s a parallel connection. -Casey <3”
Rain lashed the house, the power dying mid-movie. Grace lit candles, her claws steady, while Casey rigged the router to a backup battery.

Blink-blink went the attic lights.

“Warrior’s meeting!” Casey yelled, dragging Trace into the closet.

Grace hesitated, then followed, her socked paws silent on the tiles.

They sat knee-to-knee, the flashlight passing like a sacrament.

“Remember the first blackout?” Casey whispered.

Trace snorted. “You cried over glitter.”

“You cried when the peppers froze!”

Grace’s laugh was a rumble. “I cried over wine.”

The storm raged.

The fireflies glowed.

At dawn, Trace found Casey in the garden, her overalls caked with mud. The first pepper of spring glowed on the vine—a mutant hybrid, its veins pulsing faintly blue.

“Otter’s Revenge 2.0,” she declared, snapping it off. “Bio-luminescent. For late-night snacks.”

He stole a bite, the heat blooming familiar. “Needs more coding.”

“Duh.” She flicked her flashlight—dot-dash: “Always.”
The sun rose.

The scars remained.

But so did the harvest.

***

The attic hummed with the low thrum of Casey’s playlist—a chaotic mix of punk rock and video game soundtracks. At 13, she’d outgrown the quilt fort but not the ritual: fairy lights coiled around the rafters, Mr. Otter Jr. presiding over a pile of robotics manuals, and Trace’s old gaming chair now her “throne.”

She spun in it, her Docs propped on the desk. “Jess Park’s brother got expelled. Again.”

Trace didn’t look up from his circuit board. “Shocking.”

“You got expelled once.”

“For you.”

“Duh.” She kicked his shin. “Hero complex.”

He caught her ankle, his claws calloused from part-time mechanic work. “Your fault for being bite-sized.”

“Not anymore.” She stood, head nearly breaching his chest, her braid streaked with rebellion-blue. “I’m tall.”

“Still a gremlin.”

“Your gremlin.”

The words hung, a challenge and a vow as they kissed.
Grace’s voice floated up the ladder. “Pizza’s here!”

Casey didn’t move. “She knows.”

Trace’s tail twitched. “Knows what?”

“That I’m your girlfriend.”

The soldering iron slipped, scorching the board. “Casey—”

“Warrior’s Code.” She flicked the fairy lights—three short, one long: “TRUTH.” “You love me.”

“You’re thirteen.”

“You’re almost nineteen.” She stepped closer, her shadow merging with his. “And I’m your firefly.”

He stood, the circuit board forgotten. “It’s not… normal.”

“We’re not normal.” Her claw traced his jaw, lingering on the scar Grace’s wine glass had left a lifetime ago. “Normal’s a cage.”

He caught her wrist. “People will hate it.”

“People hate peppers. We still grow ’em.”

The laugh tore from him, raw and real. “You’re impossible.”

“Yours.”

The kiss was a spark—sweet, stolen, certain—her chapstick tasting of cherry, his breath of coffee and late nights. The fairy lights dimmed, not in shame, but reverence.

Grace found them on the roof later, legs dangling over the gutter, passing a bag of gummy worms. She didn’t speak, just set down two mugs of cocoa and blinked the porch light—once, soft.

Casey blinked back—twice, defiant.

Trace didn’t let go of her hand.

He never would.

***

Years later, at their wedding in the pepper garden, there were no guests, no pompous vows, just a stolen Justice of the Peace and Grace smuggling champagne in a thermos, Casey would press a dried firefly into Trace’s palm—its abdomen still faintly glowing.

“Told you,” she’d whisper, her veil a patchwork of attic quilts. “Our code’s unbreakable.”

He’d kiss her, the scars on his knuckles catching the light, and murmur against her lips: “Duh.”
The dark would linger.

The fireflies would rise.

And the world, for once, would let them burn. An infinite blink.
The tree house had grown with them—its wooden planks reinforced, the roof patched with solar panels Casey had wired herself, and the original fairy lights now interlaced with bioluminescent peppers glowing softly in jars. At 18, Casey stood in a white dress, her hair a storm threaded with firefly pins and a long braid below her back. Trace, 23 and sharp-edged in a charcoal suit that couldn’t hide the grease under his nails, fumbled with a ring forged from a melted-down spark plug.

Grace hovered at the base of the ladder, her claws clutching a mason jar—live fireflies this time, lid long discarded.

“You’re sweating,” Casey whispered, thumbing a smudge off Trace’s cheek.

“You’re stalling,” he shot back, but his claws trembled as he slid the ring onto her finger.

“Warrior’s Code,” she declared, her voice steady. “Truth or dare.”

“Truth.”

“Do you, Trace Michael Whitaker, promise to be my dork? To eat the dark when I flicker? To fix my circuits when I glitch? To never use Space Warriors cheats against me?”

He grinned, sharp and fond. “Duh.”

“Your turn.”

“Dare.”

Casey rose on her toes, her breath warm. “Kiss me like the dark’s watching.”

He did.

The vows. They weren’t traditional.

Casey: “I vow to never let you win at SW7.”
Trace: “I vow to hide gummies in your textbooks.”
Casey: “I vow to burn casseroles with you, not at you.”
Trace: “I vow to… share the blanket.”

Grace’s laugh was a sob, her tears watering the pepper plants below. She climbed up, her rehab chip glinting beside Casey’s firefly ring. “Your dad’s old toolbox.” She pressed it into Trace’s claws. “For… new games.”

Inside, nestled among rusted wrenches, lay a photo—Grace and their dad, young and unbroken, playing Space Warriors on a CRT TV.

Casey blinked the fairy lights—three short, one long: “Home.”
Trace blinked back—two long: “Ours.”
They ate under the stars, peppers roasting on a hubcap grill. Grace toasted with stolen champagne. “To the fireflies. And the… jar that held them.”

Casey licked chili powder from Trace’s thumb. “To the dark. For making our light mean something.”

There was no music at their first dance. Just the creak of the tree house and the blink-blink of fireflies syncing to their pulse. Trace spun Casey, her laughter a spark, his scars glowing silver in the moonlight.

“Dork,” she murmured.

“Gremlin,” he breathed.

Grace watched, her own scars quiet now, and for the first time, didn’t look away.

The tree house glowed.  

Grace’s breath hitched, their light pulsed freely, a living halo around Trace and Casey as they ascended the tree house stairs.  

The door creaked shut behind them.
Grace turned away, smiling, tears down her cheeks. “My fireflies.” 

The room was theirs.  

No attic sanctuary, no rotting motel. This space was built from scrap and sweat—their hands, their code, their everything. Fairy lights tangled with bioluminescent peppers, their glow steady as a heartbeat. Casey’s braid, now streaked with silver, fell loose as Trace closed the latch on the window. The fireflies outside swarmed the glass, their rhythm syncing with the code they’d resurrected: *dot-dash-dot*.  

“Finally,” she whispered, her voice raw with years of waiting.  

Trace’s claws trembled as he unbuttoned his shirt, the scars on his torso a roadmap of their shared pain. Casey traced them, her touch reverent, until he spun her beneath him.  

“Wait,” she gasped, clawing at his belt. “Look at me.”  

He did.
Their first kiss was a collision of teeth and tears, of apologies and *enough*. Casey’s legs hooked his waist, her tail curling around his like a promise. Trace hesitated—*once, twice*—then pressed inside, slow and deliberate. Her gasp was a prayer.  

“Yours,” he groaned, clawing at the sheets. “Always been yours.”  

Her claws raked his back, drawing blood that bloomed crimson against his cream fur. “Move. Please.”  

He did.  

The fireflies outside blurred into a silver haze as they moved—frenetic, desperate, sacred. Casey’s laughter cut through the pain, raw and unapologetic. “Harder,” she demanded, her hips rising to meet his. “Like the first time. But better. Your light is so strong.”  

Trace’s tail lashed, his claws finding her hips, anchoring them together. “You’re mine,” he hissed, sinking deeper. “No one else. No one ever.”  

Her climax ripped through her, a scream swallowed by his mouth. He followed, shuddering against her, their shared breath fogging the fairy lights.    

They collapsed, limbs tangled, the room spinning like the childhood tree house. Casey nuzzled his jaw, her claws tracing the scar where Grace’s bottle had split his skin. “We did it,” she whispered.  

“Duh,” he laughed, kissing her temple. “Always did.”  

***

Years later, Grace stood at the attic window, silver weaved into her fading red hair. Trace and Casey’s daughter would find the vows etched inside the treehouse wall:

“We ate the dark.
We kept the light.
We stayed.
—T&C”
And in the garden, where mutant peppers grew wild, the fireflies would dance—endless, hungry, unafraid.
~THE END~

EPILOGUE
The Code Eternal
Grace Whitaker’s mug shots faded into therapy brochures. After three years in rehab, she opened a sober living home for mothers like her, her claws steady as she poured chamomile tea for residents. She always kept contact with Trace and Casey—yet their space own space was sacred—and always left anonymous donations for the tree house’s upkeep.  

At 65, she penned a memoir titled “The Firefly’s Codex,” dedicating it to “T & C: You ate the dark I left. My Fireflies.” The royalties funded scholarships for kids in foster care.  

She died peacefully at 83, her last words to her children: “The peppers still glow…”
***

Trace and Casey rebuilt in the shadow of the peppers. Trace became a robotics engineer, designing prosthetics for burn victims—his claws still flinching at the sight of scars, but his heart steady. Casey, now a professor of trauma art therapy, painted murals of fireflies in every foster home she visited. Their home was a mosaic of their past: fairy lights tangled with circuit boards, Casey’s childhood sketches framed beside Trace’s college robotics blueprints.  

Their daughter, Flora, was 10 when she asked, “Why do you call Mom ‘firefly’?”  

Trace kissed her cream fur, her red-tipped tail a mirror of his own. “Because she was the light that kept us alive.”  

Flora Grace Whitaker inherited Casey’s pink braid and Trace’s sharp wit. At 16, she hacked into her school’s security system to install bioluminescent gardens in the hallways—“So no one feels alone in the dark,” she told the principal. Her thesis at MIT fused robotics with bioluminescence, creating drones that mapped disaster zones using firefly-inspired light patterns.  

On her wedding night, she and her partner, a fellow engineer, sealed their vows under the peppers. The fireflies pulsed in unison—dot-dash-dot—and Flora whispered to the sky, “We’re still here.”  

***

The peppers grew wild. Scientists named the hybrid Capsicum luminosus, its glow a genetic marvel. Flora patented the light technology, donating profits to shelters.  

The tree house became a sanctuary. Casey’s old doodles hung beside Flora’s blueprints. Grace’s memoir sat on the shelf, respected.  

On Trace’s 75th birthday, he and Casey sat in the garden, their claws intertwined. The fireflies swarmed them, their light a living quilt.  

“Remember the first one?” Trace asked, his voice frayed by age.  

Casey’s laugh was a spark. “Mom squashed it. I cried.”  

He kissed her temple. “Now look what we’ve done.”  

When Ember’s daughter asked about the code, she traced the peppers’ glow. “It’s not about the dark,” she said. “It’s about what you build in it.”  

The fireflies blinked on, endless and unafraid.  

***

The afterlife smelled of pepper blossoms and starlight.  

Trace blinked first, clearing the blur.
His claws emerged from the light, followed by his cream fur, the red tip of his tail glowing faintly as if still absorbing the sun’s last rays. Around him, fireflies swirled—not the fragile insects of his childhood, but souls, their abdomens pulsing with the accumulated light of lifetimes. He looked down at his hands, no longer frail by age. His youth had returned; the fine blooms of his happiest years.
“Casey?”  

Her laughter answered, bright as the first bioluminescent pepper they’d grown. She materialized beside him, youthful and bright, her pink-tipped tail curling around his, her fur now streaked with silver. The scars from their years were gone, but the code remained etched into her pupils—dot-dash-dot.  

“Took you long enough,” she teased, her claws brushing his cheek. “Dork.”
The tree house floated above a sea of glowing peppers, their vines weaving into constellations. Grace stood at the window, her fur soft, hair glowing, her claws no longer stained with wine. She nodded, smiling at them and mouthing I love you, then faded into a swarm of fireflies, her final gift: a lantern of light that hovered between them.  

“She’s happy,” Trace murmured.  

Casey nodded. “I know. I am too.”    

They built their sanctuary from memories.  

The attic’s fairy lights became a bridge to the stars. The mason jar of fireflies Grace had buried now held the universe—each spark a moment they’d survived: the first kiss in the tree house, the night they’d fled the motel, the wedding vows under the peppers.  

“What’s next?” Trace asked, pressing his forehead to hers.  

Casey grinned, her claws flicking the lantern. The fireflies erupted into a storm, spelling their code across the sky.  

“We teach them,” she said. “The lost. The broken. How to blink.”   

They became the guardians of flickering light.
When a soul trembled in the dark, Trace would find them, his tail a compass. Casey would cup her paws, summoning fireflies to form their code: dot-dash-dot.  

“You’re not alone,” they’d whisper.  

The fireflies would guide them to the tree house, where the peppers glowed brighter, and the lantern’s light hummed with the stories of those who’d come before.  

Centuries blurred.  

Their claws grew gnarled, their fur dusted with stardust, but their code never faltered. They blinked through supernovas and silent eons, their love a language older than galaxies.  

On rare nights, they’d revisit their scars—the attic’s cracks, the motel’s stains—and laugh.  

“We survived,” Trace murmured.  

“Duh,” Casey replied, pressing a kiss to his lips.  

“Teach them to eat the dark,” Trace whispered.  

Casey smiled, her claws cradling a firefly. “They already know.”  

The code endured.

So did their legacy. The fireflies are no longer just insects… they’re the souls they’ve save. And Trace and Casey? They’re no longer survivors. They’re stars…
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