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EPISODE 09


CHAPTER 1

“Okay, first thing’s first,” Hunter said as they finished cycling through the airlock, “we need to have our little meeting about Yelena.”

“I am ready,” Yelena replied succinctly.

“Then let’s get going. Brooke, Kiara, Riley, come on.”

He had already spoken briefly about it with them, and then he’d called ahead and had the rest of their little...council, for lack of a better word, gather in the control room. As they headed in through the airlock, an immediate hush fell over the people who had gathered there. They had already sent all the refugees inside, and Chloe’s medical team and several volunteers had already taken them elsewhere. It looked like some of the more able-bodied ones had just fallen in with the group already there.

Though everyone now lived downstairs on the second level, (they were just beginning to run out of room and were prepping the third level), it had apparently become custom for people to come up and hang out in the central hallway.

They’d consulted briefly about it, as Hunter and Brooke both had security concerns, but ultimately they’d decided to get everyone to agree to just get the hell out of there in a hurry if anything came knocking on the airlock.

The place had the air of a bar, restaurant, and lounge all in one. There were some forty people spread out, in the midst of talking, eating, drinking, playing card games. But that all had come to an unceremonious halt. That tended to happen whenever Hunter came through the airlock, but he could sense extra tension.

“Maybe you should take off your mask,” he murmured.

Yelena hesitated for a few seconds, then reached up and twisted her mask, then pulled it off.

“This here is Yelena. She is a deer. A spec ops soldier, like me. She’s going to be helping us with our Trinket problem,” Hunter said.

Another pause went by, but it wasn’t very long, and it was like someone had flicked a switch. The tension immediately vanished from the air and almost everyone smiled. Apparently, it was the exact right thing to say, though he’d had a good feeling about it. The Trinkets were the one problem they all weren’t sure about.

The tigers? The wolves? The Warren and its problems? Food and water and medicine? All of those things they could almost certainly tackle.

But the Trinkets?

That was something else entirely, and they had been plagued by that uncertainty ever since they’d learned about them. And the fact that she was a deer, and a spec ops soldier to boot, seemed to be enough for them.

He supposed that made sense. If anyone knew weird tech, it was probably the deer.

Several of them greeted her, smiled and waved, thanked her. Yelena did not seem to know how to respond to this, looking like...Hunter almost laughed loudly. Like a deer in the headlights. Thankfully, he had an excuse to keep her moving.

“You’re welcome,” he said when Yelena didn’t reply. “But we need to go have a meeting about it, so…”

He started walking again and the others followed. A few moments later, they were gathered around the conference table in the security HQ with the others, including Lacy and Petra. The atmosphere was cautious, though hopeful.

Well, not entirely. He knew Brooke was still having issues with Yelena, as was Riley, it seemed.

“Convince me you aren’t going to sell our secrets,” Brooke said almost the moment they were all seated. Hunter sighed. “This is our home, Hunter. This is where we’re raising our kits. I need to be sure.”

“There is no such thing as sure, sadly,” Yelena replied, reaching up and pulling her hood down after setting her mask on the table.

“You convinced Hunter.”

“Maybe we can start somewhere a little friendlier…” Kiara murmured.

“No, she is right to question me. You all are. You have no real reason to trust me...beyond the fact that I’ve helped you eliminate the tigers as a threat. All I really have is my word, which I’ve given to Hunter, that I will do my best to conceal that this place even exists.” She paused, sighed. “That is, if I even ever return to my people.”

“Is there some question about that?” Chloe asked.

“The world is collapsing. Has collapsed. I’ve had more close calls on this mission than all other missions in my life. Truly, I am only sitting here now because of luck. Skills and experience and tenacity, yes, but it was luck that I got out of some of those situations alive...is there anything I can do to help you feel like you have some sense of certainty?”

“I’ve got an idea,” Lacy said, and they all turned to face her.

“I’m listening,” Yelena replied.

“I’ve got a tracking device. We had a bunch of them made. They’re specific to the Warren, meant originally to be placed on important tools or mobile equipment, so that it never gets lost. Could put one on you.”

“Does it work outside of the Warren?”

“No.”

“Hmm. What would stop me from simply removing it and leaving it somewhere for a time?”

“Nothing, I suppose.”

Everyone looked to Hunter. He was looking at Yelena.

“I would be willing to do this...provided it isn’t too irritating.”

“You can carry it in a pocket pretty easily,” Lacy replied.

“I will do it.”

“Brooke?” Hunter asked.

His angry rabbit wife was staring at Yelena still. Finally, she sighed, seeming to relax. “I guess that’s going to have to be good enough.”

“If it helps: I promise to help you eradicate the threat of the Trinkets, and to conceal your location and existence,” Yelena said.

Brooke just grunted in response, clearly unhappy with the situation, but knowing that this was probably about as good as it was going to get.

“Okay, so...we satisfied?” Hunter asked. There was a murmur of agreement. “All right, that’s settled. Yelena is working with us and living here in the Warren for the duration. Now, her help comes with a pricetag.”

“That makes sense,” Petra said. “How big of a pricetag?”

“Not particularly, at least not for you all,” Hunter replied. “She helps us with the Trinkets, we help her track down her people’s stolen tech. She’s also willing to help us handle some of the riskier missions. Speaking of which, we’ve got one of those. So I’d like to wrap this up.”

“Hunter...you need to rest,” Kiara said.

“Yeah. You look...kind of bad,” Brooke agreed awkwardly.

“I know, and I will...after this next mission.”

“This mission could go really wrong,” Brooke murmured.

“That’s true of them all,” he replied.

“What actually is this next mission?” Chloe asked.

“Yelena wants to go cut through the door we found in the Trinket cave. Personally, I’ve been itching to get in there myself. It’s a bit of a hike, and there might be a fight on the other end of it, but I’m going to take Riley and Brooke with me. If it looks too dicey, we’ll throw some bombs in there and blow it all to hell.”

They didn’t look particularly pleased with the answer, but it seemed to satisfy them.

“Now, in the spirit of expedience, given we’ve got fifty new refugees to get sorted and I want to do my mission, did anything happen at the Warren while we were gone that needs to be brought up?”

“Nothing on my end,” Lacy said.

“Nothing of significance,” Chloe said, and the others agreed.

Hunter rose to his feet. “Perfect! In that case, I’m going to grab some breakfast, rearm, and then head out. Yelena, why don’t you stick with me for now?” He looked at Riley and Brooke. “You’ve got forty five minutes.”

“Understood,” Brooke replied.

Hunter wondered if maybe he should give them longer, they both looked tired, but they also looked determined. And something was telling him this mission was probably going to be a bust. He wasn’t sure, but that’s what his instincts were saying.

“This way.”

He led her over to the armory and unlocked it.

“I would...appreciate my own armory. That only I have access to,” Yelena said as she followed him in.

“You’ll have it,” he replied, setting his weapons down on the nearest table and getting out of his pack and vest. “For now, you can leave your stuff here.” She hesitated. “Realistically, this is the most secure place in the Warren. And I can’t give you the code.”

She sighed, but agreed, setting her things down on another table. Once they had everything off, Hunter led her back out, secured the door behind them, then took her to the mess hall. Yelena stuck close to him. He noticed she didn’t put her mask back on, though she did bring it with her. She said nothing as they went up to the serving line. It was around ten in the morning now and he found Rain with some of her staff there.

“Hunter!” she cried, tossing aside her apron and coming around to greet him. She leaped up into his arms, hugging and kissing him. “I missed you way too much.”

“I missed you, too,” he replied. “You gonna be available in about four to six hours?”

“I can be. Why? Also, oh, wow. Hi. You’re a deer. And new,” she said, looking over at Yelena.

Hunter laughed. “Babe, this is Yelena. She’s a spec ops soldier. She’s going to help us. She’s here tracking stolen deer tech. Yelena, this is Rain, one of my mates.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Yelena replied, a little stilted.

“You, too!” She looked back to Hunter, then frowned. “You’re leaving again immediately, aren’t you?”

“Uh…”

“Hunter!” she groaned.

“I’m sorry! This is the-”

“Sacrifice we have to make, I know, I know. I’m fucking tired of sacrifices,” she groused.

“I know, love. But this is what we have to do. We’re investigating the Trinkets. But I’ll be back. In about four to six hours. Ideally.”

“Okay, okay,” she replied, getting down and straightening her hair. “I, uh, have to get back to work. Getting started on lunch now. I bet you’re hungry, though.”

“I am fucking starving,” he replied.

“You?” she asked, looking at Yelena.

“Yes, I require a meal.”

Rain laughed a little. “You...are an interesting person. Well, I set aside some steak and eggs that I managed to make happen. And we’ve got salsa, too!”

“That sounds great, babe. Yelena?”

“That is fine with me,” she replied.

“Okay! Go on! I’ll bring it out,” Rain said, scurrying off back to the kitchen.

Hunter led Yelena over to a corner table, away from the handful of people in the dining area. It was interesting seeing her acting awkward. She had been absolutely stone cold during their mission. He supposed he was kind of the same way, only less so now that he was used to all this.

“You doing all right?” he asked.

“I am fine,” Yelena replied, a little pointedly. He raised an eyebrow and she sighed. “I am...out of my element. I have been traveling alone for months now. This is...a lot to get used to.”

“I’m sorry,” he replied. “I’m just teasing a little bit, and I get that. There are two other halls up here just like the one we came in through, and those are pretty unoccupied. You could stay in one of the rooms there, if you want. Or an apartment downstairs, as those rooms are a little small.”

“One of the upper rooms will be fine,” she replied. “So long as it has a toilet and shower.”

“It does. We’ll get you set up once we get back from this jaunt.”

The conversation died off there, and he expected her to pick it back up, maybe ask questions about the Warren, but she just looked tired. He knew he did, too. They had done so much, but she’d been out here for months, by herself.

And there was so much more to do.

They didn’t say anything until Rain brought the food and then, over the meal, she asked him a few simple questions about the upcoming mission.

And then, before he knew it, the food was gone and it was time to get ready once more.


CHAPTER 2

They ended up cutting their trip in half by heading for a truck they’d stashed.

Though the path on foot was more direct, the truck gave them enough speed that the long way around became the short way. This time, Riley drove with Yelena riding shotgun, while Hunter and Brooke lay together in the truckbed.

“You really trust her?” Brooke asked after they’d been bumping along for about five minutes.

“Enough,” he replied.

“What does that mean?”

“It means...she is a spec ops soldier. She does my job. I...can read her, better than anyone else. And I can tell she’s excellent at her job because even to me, she’s hard to read. But not impossible. It just takes a little bit of time and patience, getting to know her-” Brooke scoffed. “What?”

“Getting to know her, I’m sure you will.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re gonna do the exact same thing to her that you do to all of us.”

He sighed. “I mean...it’s on the table, right? Unless you have a problem with it?”

She responded with a much bigger sigh of her own. “You have to see the problem.”

Hunter opened his mouth to tell her that no, no he didn’t, and he’d appreciate it if she would just fucking tell him. But then he realized why she didn’t want to just tell him, because it was embarrassing to admit, whatever it was. So he closed his mouth and got to thinking. He thought for about five minutes before he had it.

“Oh.”

“What?” she asked.

“You’re threatened because she’s a soldier and so far you’re the only one that could be called a soldier in the group,” he replied. Brooke didn’t say anything, but from the way she pursed her lips and turned her head, looking out over the fields, he knew he’d guessed right. “I’m sorry, Brooke. I...don’t want you to feel threatened by her. I don’t want to feel like what you and I have is at all diminished by her, if we do choose to pursue something like a relationship. You’re locked into my heart, Brooke.”

“You’ll...respect her more.”

He sighed. “That...is a very complicated subject, Brooke. It’s not that simple. It really isn’t. But listen, Brooke, if you really don’t want me doing anything with her, I won’t.”

She looked at him, her expression an odd mixture of hopeful and sour. “Really?”

“Of course.”

She stared at him for another moment, then groaned and looked away. “Fuck, why does this have to be so difficult!?”

“Emotions are difficult.”

“Fucking...ugh, I hate them. I’m not going to stand in your way.”

“I don’t know if that’s the best choice.”

“Is it not? Am I not doing the right thing? Not getting in my mate’s way just because of my unreasonable emotions?”

“Whether or not they’re unreasonable doesn’t quite factor into this, I think. Your feelings aren’t bullshit and you’re still feeling them regardless. I’m not going to make a decision that will make you suffer like that.”

“...split the difference?” she suggested.

“Okay, what’s that mean?”

“How about you try to rut with her once and then we see how I feel? I can handle that, at least. I don’t care if you fuck her.”

He snorted. “Well, that’s good to know at least. And, honestly, I doubt we’ll even get there. But even if we do, I can’t imagine her wanting to be mated to me.”

“Why? You’re perfect for her.”

“...maybe. But...fuck, I dunno.”

“Sorry, I don’t mean to complicate things. But does that sound good?”

“If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure about that at least.”

“Okay, then.”

He thought she would say more, but instead, Brooke took his hand, laced their fingers, and rolled her head onto his shoulder. She didn’t say anything the rest of the way there. Only, at some point, it dawned on him that she was saying something.

She was saying she loved him.

And he was saying it back.

…

“That was a rather intimidating door,” Yelena murmured halfway through Riley’s cutting.

“Yep, nice to see it getting cut,” Hunter replied.

They fell silent, their weapons at the ready. They were prepared for something bad to happen. Hunter was beginning to wonder about the intelligence of doing this now instead of waiting. It occurred to him that he wanted to impress Yelena. Or, at the very least, not deny her anything that was a reasonable ask.

Maybe this hadn’t been a reasonable ask.

Well, too late now.

Riley was finishing up the job now. Hunter tensed, his assault rifle in hand. He and Yelena had geared up. She’d added a sawed-off shotgun and a pistol that fired armor-piercing rounds to her arsenal, and replaced her SMG.

Temporarily, she had said, almost defensively.

He imagined hers was pretty beat to shit, and even deer tech had its limits.

The slab of metal fell inwards, sides glowing red. Hunter’s body tensed in anticipation and...there was nothing. Just another dark stretch of rocky tunnel. It curved out of sight in a hard right about fifteen feet in. Their lights threw madly swaying shadows across the walls.

“Okay, I’m leading,” Hunter said quietly. “Yelena, you take the rear. Riley and Brooke, stay between us, keep quiet.”

They all responded affirmatively and Hunter led them into the darkness.

The way immediately felt claustrophobic, the walls and ceiling too close. Hunter found himself envisioning mechanized corpses stalking or staggering through this place, twitching and leaking and whirring. Going about their dark deeds. What were they driving towards? What was their goal? That was something he’d never been able to answer.

‘Make more’ seemed less like an endgame and more like a way to achieve it. They seemed to be attacking everyone indiscriminately. If any of them had pressed him for an answer, he would have said that his best guess was it was some foreign power, some other nation that had cooked up something and set it up here as a test, probably to destabilize an enemy city.

He didn’t quite believe it, though.

There was just something about the Trinkets, something about all their encounters, the little bit of tech he’d seen, the non-hostile actions they’d come across, and the Trinkets themselves that just did not add up. And it wasn’t just that it was an experiment gone wrong, either. That scenario would make sense, even. That it was an experiment by another government being tested here, and it had gotten out of hand.

But his gut told him that he was missing something important. The obvious problem being, he had no fucking idea what that might be.

The tunnel broadened suddenly into a much larger cavern with a vague domed shape. The stench of old blood and machine oil came to him a bit more intensely now, but it was still faint. He played his light across the way, sizing it up, prepared for some awful thing to come lurching out of the shadows at him to skin and gut him.

But the cavern was empty.

Besides the obvious foot traffic in the dirt and the handful of scrap metal and bits of old flesh scattered across the ground, there was nothing to see.

“Well, this sucks,” Brooke muttered as they joined him.

“I see three tunnels,” Hunter said. “Let’s get them cleared.”

It was slow, anxious work, but they did it.

Hunter took Brooke and Yelena went with Riley and they each picked a tunnel. Progress was slow but at least pretty steady. Hunter was ready to stop at the first sign of a trap or anything similar, but his nightvision kept revealing nothing. And then more nothing. And then more after that.

Just varied prints in the dirt, some blood, some scrap metal, the occasional piece of flesh, rotted and ugly.

His tunnel terminated in another cavern, this one smaller. Judging by the indents in the ground, it looked like they’d had some kind of setup here. Probably one similar to what they’d had back in the original set of caves. He came back with Brooke to find Yelena and Riley already waiting.

“Nothing, dead end,” Yelena said, a little tersely.

He wondered if she was annoyed at not finding anything or just stressed from the environment. Hunter just nodded and led the group down the final tunnel. It quickly began sloping up. After a few twists and turns, they passed through another small, vacant cavern and then into another tunnel that ultimately brought them back to the surface.

“Fuck,” Yelena muttered as she looked around.

“They could’ve gone anywhere,” he muttered. “And it’s been days since we hit them.”

“Let me see if I can find a trail,” Yelena replied, and immediately set off.

They all helped her look, as they all had a certain level of skill at tracking, but after almost twenty minutes, they turned up nothing.

“So...now what?” Riley asked.

“This is a dead end,” Yelena replied after a measured silence. “Now we go home and rest.”

“Good idea,” Brooke said.

Hunter sighed quietly. It was going to be a long walk back.

…

“So, this is what they look like,” Hunter said, stepping out of the way after opening the door.

Yelena walked in. He saw her head swivel left, right, then she walked over and opened the first of the two doors in the room, finding a small, empty closet. She opened the next and walked into the small bathroom. He heard her turn on the sink, the shower, flush the toilet, then she reemerged.

“This will be sufficient,” she said.

“Good. Uh, I’m gonna be keeping this radio on me at all times,” Hunter replied, tapping the headset he still wore. “If it’s not on my head, it’ll be in earshot. So if anything comes up, you can reach me.”

Yelena raised one eyebrow. “A direct line of communication to the man in charge? What exactly did I do to earn that honor?”

...was she flirting with him?

Hunter just chuckled. “I’m not exactly in charge. You met everyone who’s in charge in that meeting.”

“It’s clear they look to you as their guiding star. But thank you. If there is nothing more, I need sleep now.”

“Um...no, nothing I can think of. You know where everything is. If nothing comes up, we’ll regroup tomorrow, oh eight hundred, yeah?”

“Yes.”

He lingered for a moment, almost sure that there was something left unsaid between them, though he couldn’t tell if she was expecting him to say it or she herself would say it, whatever it was, and then he turned and left.

Yelena was still a very hard woman to read.

That lethargy was worse than ever and Hunter knew that he had pushed himself to his limits. Stupid. Very stupid. He should’ve been doing that mission tomorrow, or at least tonight. He’d been going too hard and he needed a break.

He needed sleep.

As he began walking towards the stairs that would take him down to the next level, Hunter considered the reality of asking Yelena for at least tomorrow off. It was strange, having someone around like her. He couldn’t order her, and he couldn’t make her, so he’d have to bargain with her. Or at least convince her.

Or, hell, maybe just asking was enough. Maybe he was just being paranoid.

But Yelena put him in a paranoid frame of mind. Not necessarily because he thought she was going to turn on him, but more because…

Hunter suppressed a groan as he realized what the real issue was. He wanted her approval. Why? Well, because she was like him. She was the only person in this world he’d met who was anywhere close to his level.

She knew, she understood, she’d been in the mud and the shit and the blood with bullets arcing overhead, running on no sleep and no food, bleeding from one or two wounds, desperately trying to finish whatever insane fucking objective in whatever unreasonable, godforsaken location she’d found herself in.

He hadn’t known that he’d missed that connection.

Hunter realized he was back at his apartment. He walked in, looked around, found the living room empty. Kitchen, too. He walked back to the bedroom, his footsteps heavy, and peered into the second bedroom. It was easy to hear the phantom call of children’s laughter, kids running and playing, arguing with each other, crying, asking endless questions.

He was going to be a father.

With each day that passed, Hunter found himself wishing less that he had his memories back. There was enough of him left that he was who he was, and he was becoming someone new. Someone that...he actually liked. For the most part. But sometimes he did wonder if he really wanted to be a father back before all this happened.

Hunter felt the lethargy hit him again and knew he needed to sleep. He’d already told the others that’s what he was doing. As he walked into the bedroom, he found two rabbit girls waiting for him, nude beneath the covers.

“It took you long enough,” Diane said.

“Yeah,” Rain agreed.

Hunter laughed and sat down heavily on the bed, then began unlacing his boots. “I’m not sure if I have the energy.”

“Well, we can just cuddle, you know,” Diane replied.

He looked at her. She wasn’t joking.

“We are here for you, Hunter,” she added.

He smiled and went back to getting his boots off. “I really, deeply appreciate that. Both of you. That being said...whatever we do, I need a shower.”

Diane laughed. “Yes, my dear, you do.”


CHAPTER 3

When Hunter opened his eyes, he felt a lot better.

He also had a lot more company. The huge bed that took up almost half of his bedroom was home to several sleeping bunny girls. And one wolf girl.

And most of them were pregnant.

With his kits.

That thought sent a shock of lust through him that felt immensely powerful. Most of them were showing now, some more than others. Rain and Nicole were obviously pregnant. Chloe and Kiara weren’t far behind them.

Hunter was curled up against a very naked, very soft, very hot Rain. She felt incredible as he ran a hand down one arm and then shifted to cup one huge, soft breast. Her tits were definitely bigger now. She’d been complaining recently that she couldn’t find a bra that fit any longer. As he felt the weight of her big breast in his hand, her nipple pressing into his palm, he felt the lust increase even more.

She came awake as he shifted and rolled her onto her back, lifting himself with his other hand and getting her beneath him.

“Hunter…” she murmured.

He turned on his nightvision and saw her sleepy face. She was smiling.

“Hello, love,” he replied softly. “I’m in a mood.”

“Oh? I think I know what kind of mood…” she replied, and he felt her hands slip down until they wrapped around his erection. “I knew it. I’m in a similar mood.”

“Well, let’s not waste any time then.”

He kissed her as he plunged into her sweet, wet perfection. They both groaned together in shared bliss as he began stroking into her, the pleasure immediate and overwhelming.

“Harder…” she moaned once she got her breath back.

“You asked for it,” he growled, and then started hammering her.

She moaned loudly, causing several of the others to wake up. Well, couldn’t be helped. Hunter was surprised to find that he was struggling to hold onto his orgasm. He kept staring down at her buxom, nude body, her huge breasts swaying with the rhythm of their sex, his dick disappearing into her sweet pussy again and again, and…

Her belly. Oh God, he could see how pregnant she was now. She was the most obvious of the group. She was a little over a month pregnant but she looked over halfway there. The sight filled him with an absurd, almost frightening lust.

“Oh! Oh! OH FUCK, HUNTER!” Rain cried as she began orgasming hard, her whole body convulsing as her strong inner muscles squeezed and massaged his rigid length, a gush of her wonderful sex juices spraying out of her.

And that was as long as he lasted. He cried out as a hard spurt of his seed ejected out of him and began filling her up, a hot pulse of unthinkable bliss rushing through his entire body. The rapture was powerful, overwhelming, and he let it. He felt his hips jerking, and Rain screaming in pleasure each time, a fresh burst of his hot seed jetting out of him again and again.

Then he was finished, and Rain lay beneath him, gasping for breath.

“Holy shit,” she whispered.

Hunter looked around. He was still horny, sort of out of his mind horny. He looked to his right and found Brooke and Kiara. Brooke was sucking on one of Kiara’s breasts, her hand between her slim, fit thighs, pleasuring her.

She saw him look and grinned at him, then stopped fingering her and pulled her leg to one side. He grinned and shifted over to her, then he was inside of Kiara and the ecstasy resumed. She cried out as he began stroking into her. He could see her belly, too, the roundness of it. Could see the fullness of her breasts, her hips. Now that he was looking down at her again, he realized her thighs were actually thicker.

Hunter pressed his thumb against her clit and began rubbing it vigorously as he fucked her and Brooke kept sucking on one of her nipples while playing with the other one. Kiara was gasping for breath now, incoherent sounds of pleasure coming out of her mouth as she thrashed and writhed under the immense pressure of pleasure.

He had her orgasming in about twenty seconds, and then he began fucking her harder and faster, pushing himself towards his own climax. He felt some strange surplus of sexual energy pulsing inside of him and he needed to burn it off. As he finished filling Kiara up with his seed, he began looking around, and Brooke grabbed him.

“My turn,” she said, and pulled him towards herself.

Hunter ended up on his back with Brooke atop him, looking powerful and sexy, and then she was spearing herself with his cock and he was losing himself to the sex once again.

…

Hunter stepped out into the glare of the main corridor feeling a lot better.

He still felt a kind of weariness somewhere deep inside, a kind of incorporeal fog that clung to the inside of his skull, but it was greatly diminished since yesterday. And he had the idea (the hope, really) that it was going to be gone by tomorrow, and he’d be ready to get back to work.

The place was busier than usual, and the buzz and hum of conversation louder.

They had gotten a lot of rabbits here, and he smiled as he thought that. Saving people, getting them somewhere safe and comfortable, felt a lot better than executing a dozen tigers. Or, in his case, five hundred plus.

Hunter put that thought out of his head and began making for the messhall. He was alone for now. After his morning fun, he’d lost several of the women to responsibilities. Kiara, Riley, Chloe, Rain, and Diane all had things they needed to get up and do. He’d discovered that it was somewhere around seven in the morning, and that he’d apparently managed to sleep through the rest of yesterday and all of last night.

Brooke, having been through enough during their last outing, opted to stay in bed. Nicole had decided she wanted to stay in for the day and catch up on some reading. So, after a shower and a fresh change of clothes, Hunter decided to tackle his immense hunger.

He found his mind trying to organize as he moved down the hall, shifting between the others who he shared the Warren with. But as he arrived at the kitchen and caught the smell of steak and eggs once again, he realized he didn’t need to. Or maybe that he shouldn’t. That he should let himself wander through the day.

Before heading for the line, he finally slipped the radio into his ear. Though he paused before doing so, seeing it was already transmitting. Hmm, he must’ve done so without realizing it. “Hey, Yelena, you up yet?”

A pause. “I am.” She sounded...amused? Hard to tell for sure.

“You want to get breakfast with me? I’m downstairs in the messhall for apartment block three.”

“Yes. I’ll be down shortly.”

“I’ll be here.”

Rain was already behind the serving line, smiling at him. “I’m surprised you have any energy left,” she murmured.

“A very long sleep recharges me,” he replied.

She laughed. “Apparently. I’m pretty sure we all got a turn. Although some of us clearly wanted more.”

“Yeah…” Riley and Brooke and Diane had all said he needed to track them down at some point later in the day for more fun. “You wanna take a break? Eat with me?”

“I already ate, but yes. They have things basically under control here,” Rain replied, taking off her apron.

He grabbed three steaks, a heap of scrambled eggs, a heap of hashbrowns, some chili for the hashbrowns and some salsa for the eggs, then a big glass of milk, and headed for an unoccupied corner table. Rain sat down across from him.

“Where are these coming from, anyway?” Hunter asked.

“They’re not really eggs. They’re just-add-water eggs.”

“Oh. That makes sense.” He ate one of the steaks and some of the eggs. “You want to do something today? Like, something...simple?”

“Yes,” she replied, and jumped on it like she’d been waiting for it. He felt bad, because she probably had. “Take a walk through the woods with me.”

“Okay, I can do that. Just the two of us?”

“Yes. Just the two of us.”

“All right. How long before you could do that?”

She glanced back at the kitchen. “Maybe half an hour?”

“Okay. Finish up what you need to do and we can have that walk.”

“Thank you!” Rain gave him a quick kiss and then scurried off back to the kitchen.

Hunter chuckled as he watched her go. Then he noticed Yelena enter the dining area and make a beeline for him. He thought she looked very out of place. And not just because she was a spec ops deer in a Warren full of civilian rabbits. She was wearing a blue sweatshirt and a pair of gray cargo pants with some red sneakers. He thought she would be embarrassed or unhappy or at the very least stoic, but she walked up to his table with a sly smile.

“Hey, uh...what’s up?” he asked as she slipped smoothly into Rain’s seat.

Yelena simply sat there smiling at him. Actually, it had somehow transformed into a smirk.

“Got something to say?” he prodded finally, going back to his food.

“You were transmitting,” she replied.

For a moment, he wasn’t sure what she meant. Then he remembered that he’d found his radio on before he’d put it on his ear. “Oh, yeah. Sorry about that. Although you couldn’t have heard that much given I must’ve hit it on accident when I grabbed it after a shower.”

“I heard plenty,” she replied.

His next bite was halfway to his mouth before he connected the pieces. He looked up at her. She looked even more satisfied and amused.

“Oh.”

Shit. How long had it been on? He was sure he’d turned off the transmission before he’d gone to sleep, but the button was kind of easy to hit...one of the girls must have hit it at some point.

“Oh, indeed. You have a lot of stamina.”

He chuckled awkwardly and put his fork down, then sighed and groaned, putting his head down on the table.

“Are you truly embarrassed?” she asked.

“It’s...a weird situation,” he replied.

“I’m surprised you aren’t angry.”

“I mean, it’s not like it’s your fault.”

“It is my fault that I listened to all of it.”

He groaned again and straightened back up. “Okay, exactly when did it start transmitting?”

“I’m not sure. I do know that I was just stepping out from a shower when I heard the sounds and began listening. I know that it went on for quite a while. And I could have stopped listening but I...did not want to. I do apologize if that was the wrong choice, but between getting used to spying on people and my absolute lack of any sexual activity of any kind for six months now, including masturbation, I found it difficult to stop.”

“Wow. That’s...remarkably honest for a spec ops soldier.”

She sighed. “I’m tired of holding everything in. You’re the first spec ops soldier I’ve been able to communicate with, even via text, in the past four months.”

“Fair. Also, I’ll only be upset if the others are. I’ll have to talk to them about it, but I know for a fact Rain, Diane, and Nicole won’t mind. They’ll probably be happy about it. The rest...I’ll have to ask them, but they probably won’t be upset. With you, they’ve already, uh…”

“Already what?” she asked.

Hunter tossed it around in his mind for a moment, how to approach her about this, then made the decision that he usually made: fuck it.

“So, now that the ice is broken, uh...you wanna have sex?” he asked.

She looked surprised, though only mildly. She leaned back in her chair and studied him for a few seconds. “Yes,” she said finally. “I do. I’ll need a day or two, though, to...prepare myself to return to the realm of physical contact. Especially contact so intimate. But yes. You’re the only one I’m interested in being with, though, so if any of your girls was feeling hopeful, I’m afraid I must dash their desires.”

“Fair enough. And what I was going to say was that they’ve already decided they’re fine with us having sex together.”

“Interesting, but I suppose that follows, logically.” She glanced back at the food. “I wish to get breakfast. When I return, will you tell me your story? From when you got here to now?”

“Yes,” he replied, glancing at Rain, “but only until she comes over. I’ve promised her a walk outside.”

“I accept these terms,” Yelena replied, then stood and walked away.

Hunter watched her go. Damn, did she have a hot ass. It was surprisingly full for her thin frame. He wondered what she looked like naked, then went back to eating.

…

It was actually decent outside.

The sky was mostly clear, the sun was out, and everything was melting. Rain was in a good mood. Hunter was slightly less so, happy as he was to be out here with her.

“Rain, uh...I wanted to say that I’m sorry, for not being around more. For not spending enough time with you,” he said.

She looked at him, then sighed. “Hunter, come on, you don’t have to apologize for that. You are out there literally saving lives and killing assholes. I know you’d rather be here, I know you’d spend more time with me if you could. I’m not feeling neglected, I’m just lonely. I mean, lonely for you, but I know it isn’t your fault.”

“I still feel bad about it.”

“I know, and that sucks, but what can we do? Like you said earlier, we just have to endure. And this is working out well...as far as apocalypses go.”

“It is,” he admitted. “We’ve been lucky.”

“If it helps, I forgive you, even if I don’t think you need to be forgiven.”

“It does help.”

She smiled and took his hand. For a time, they walked along a path that he knew would loop back to the Warren’s entrance. It felt good. Serene. It almost felt normal. He’d noticed that he couldn’t hear gunshots anymore, except for the occasional distant crack. No explosions. He wondered if that one wolf bastard had actually done what he’d wanted. Hopefully the wolves were cleaning up the tigers and the Trinkets.

And losing a lot of soldiers in the process.

He could hear the birds, a small creek nearby, the wind through the trees. Could feel it whispering across his skin. He thought of Yelena for a moment, or rather was forced to. She was magnetic. Now that they’d plainly discussed it, he found himself desperately craving her. Which was saying something, given what he’d done this morning.

Hunter couldn’t know for sure, but he suspected that he’d always been attracted to women like that. Competent, fierce, icy, just a little sadistic.

“You’re thinking about Yelena, aren’t you?” Rain asked.

He chuckled. “Um...how’d you know?”

“I mean, you two talked the whole time I was wrapping up. And I mean, she is crazy hot.”

“Yeah. She, uh...overheard our...fun, this morning.”

Rain snorted. “How!? Was she spying on us?”

“Not on purpose. Someone bumped my radio and it was connected to hers and it began to transmit, so…”

“Oh my God, that’s hilarious. And hot...are you going to fuck her?”

“Yes. We spoke of it. In about two or three days we’ll find some time. Also, sadly, she does not have any interest in women.”

“That sucks,” Rain groaned. “I was really hoping to play with you and her at the same time.”

“Same, honestly.”

“Well, just make sure you get some time in with everyone today. I mean real time. Something like this.”

“I very much intend to. I’m going to be gone again for several days starting tomorrow.”

“Yes, but let’s not talk about that right now.”

Hunter nodded and kissed the back of her hand, then kept walking.

There was a lot ahead of him, but for now, he had this.


CHAPTER 4

Hunter hated feeling like a liar.

He kept thinking back to Rain’s words, about how she knew he always wanted to be around the Warren with them. Maybe his agreement hadn’t been a lie, exactly, but it certainly wasn’t the truth. He wanted to be out here.

Just not all the time.

He pushed the thoughts from his mind as he walked alongside Yelena through the dead forest. Yesterday, he told himself, had been good. A very solid day, a win for all of them. It had taken some maneuvering and persistence, but he’d managed to get in a good hour with every last one of his mates. And with Lilia, too, who wasn’t quite his mate but wasn’t exactly not his mate, either.

When he’d woken up an hour ago, he’d been feeling even more refreshed than yesterday, and he had been somewhat desperate to keep getting things done.

They’d woken early and he’d hurried through breakfast to get suited up. He’d told Kiara to get everyone organized and prepped to have their next big meeting. There was information he needed for this next part, but that was always true, he supposed.

Presently, they were heading northeast. Yelena had been studying the map of the forest and she had shown him a rough location she wanted to be brought to, in order to allow her drone to get the largest and most efficient range.

They were hunting for deer tech.

Luckily, Hunter recognized the spot and knew how to get there. And with just him and her, they were making good time.

He was hoping to have this wrapped up before noon, though he knew that was a bit of a stretch.

On the other hand, they were both very efficient.

“How are you feeling?” he asked as he led her along a creek.

It was somewhere in the fifties again and the sound of running water was very soothing.

“I am functional,” Yelena replied.

“That isn’t what I asked.”

She was quiet for a long moment. He couldn’t read her because she was in full tactical gear, her face completely hidden.

Finally, she sighed softly. “I am...less tired. I feel...better. I must admit, being among people again, having a more secure place of my own, and working alongside someone familiar with the job has lifted my spirits considerably.”

“That’s good.”

“Yes…” She looked over at him. “You are a curiosity.”

He chuckled. “Well, that’s one way to describe me.”

“Not for the obvious reasons, but for how you are with them.”

“My mates?”

“Yes. Normally those in our line of work don’t take on mates. Or, if they do, the relationship is often...strained. Or completely artificial. Or distant. But seeing you with them...you clearly love them, and they clearly love you. How do you do it?”

“How do I get past the fact that a common side effect of our profession tends to kill off the part of us that allows us to love and be loved?”

“Yes.”

“I...am not sure,” he admitted. “I think I was given a gift by happenstance when I was sent here. I lost a lot of my memories. Maybe that somehow erased the damage? I don’t know. It isn’t always as easy as it seems, but I must admit that it’s a lot easier than I thought it would be.”

“Maybe you belong here, in this universe, on this version of Terras,” Yelena murmured.

“I have considered that, in that I’m just better suited here. The problem is that I just don’t have enough information from my past life to truly make that assessment.”

“If you could go back, would you?”

He snorted. “Fuck no, I wouldn’t. I’ve got seven amazing mates and one probably waiting in the wings and no fucking oversight and a very clear and obvious objective.”

“That makes sense...who is the one waiting in the wings?” she asked.

Was that a note of caution in her voice?

He chuckled. “Not you, don’t worry. Lilia. She’s figuring out if she wants a relationship, but she knows she wants sex and to have my kits.”

“Oh. I had assumed she was your mate as well...hmm. Well, yes, since we are on the subject, I...even if I stayed, I do not know if I am capable of having a sustained relationship any longer.”

“How about one ninth of a sustained relationship?” he asked.

She looked over at him, still invisible behind her gasmask. “Are you propositioning me?”

“I’m...letting you know that the door is open.”

“Why?”

“I’m extremely attracted to you.”

She snorted, then looked away. They were silent for a while longer, the only sounds those of nature, and of the occasional noises they made moving along the topography. Hunter wondered if he’d said the wrong thing, but his instincts told him she was just processing. A few minutes later, he brought them to a halt in a small clearing surrounded by dead, swaying trees.

“This is it,” he said.

“This will do fine then,” she murmured, reaching into her pack and extracting a small sphere. She sighed quietly as she began operating it.

“What?”

“This will destroy the drone, as it is not quite meant for this. But it is the most effective tool for the job.”

“That sucks. Could’ve been useful.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky, find another drone.”

“Maybe.”

She finished working on it and then tossed it up into the air. He watched it go.

“Remember what I said,” he murmured, his assault rifle in hand.

“I do,” she replied, her own armor-piercing pistol now in her grasp.

He still remembered the last time they’d used a drone, and had actually suggested they consider using it as bait. Something Yelena had agreed to. She wanted the opportunity to study another Trinket up close and personal.

There was a flash from overhead and a faint, muffled wump that seemed to blanket the area. Then, immediately on its heels, a small explosion.

“Data incoming,” Yelena murmured, no doubt reading it over the inside of her mask.

Hunter waited, keeping a sharp eye out and an ear open for signs of Trinkets. Or anyone else who might come knocking. He waited, stood around, waited longer. After a few minutes, he began a simple patrol along the perimeter of the clearing.

Yelena stood stock still in its center, not saying anything. He looked out into the woods. Thoughts drifted lazily through his head as he waited. Could he ever go running through these woods with his kits? Take them on camping trips? Fishing?

Hunter paused as he realized something. He’d never actually thought about how many kits he was going to have. He began adding them up. Kiara was having twins, Chloe was having triplets, Brooke was having five kits…

“Oh God,” he moaned.

“What? What do you see?” Yelena replied immediately.

“Nothing. Sorry. I just...realized how big my family is going to be.”

“Really? Just this moment?”

He sighed. “It’s been very busy and I sort of lost track of everything. But I was just sitting here adding up all my kits and just...oh man.”

“How many?” The amusement in her voice was plain.

“Seventeen.”

“Wow, Hunter. I am impressed...is the wolf pregnant?” she asked.

He looked at her. “You know her name, Yelena.”

“Fair. Is Riley pregnant?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“She doesn’t want to be.”

“That’s very understandable...and I have a plan for today. There are just three pieces of deer tech within the vicinity, and the first one is within walking distance. This way.”

She left the clearing, bearing north.

Hunter frowned, unsure about heading further north. That was where the wolves always seemed to be. Although he had to admit, he was curious to see their general state nowadays.

“Would you impregnate me? If you could?” Yelena asked suddenly.

“...wait, ask that again,” Hunter replied.

“What could possibly be distracting you? Are you looking at my ass?”

“Maybe.”

She laughed. “Answer the question.”

“I seriously didn’t catch that.”

She laughed again. “Would you impregnate me if you could?”

“If I could? Do you mean, if you asked?”

“Yes.”

“Then yes, I would.”

“Interesting. How would your mates feel about this?”

“We’ve spoken of it. I’m more or less free and clear to decide who I want to rut and mate with. I mean, we talk about it, but usually that just annoys them. Most of them seem to like it whenever I’m...spreading my seed.”

“Is there ever dissent?”

“Yes, sometimes.”

“Was there dissent for me and you rutting?”

“A little.”

“Brooke?”

“Yeah.”

“She is threatened by me...I wish she wasn’t. In truth, part of me envies her.”

“...wow.”

“What?”

“You must really like me, I imagine most people on this planet couldn’t get that out of you.”

“Perhaps. But more to the point, I respect what you two have. She is a warrior. You are a warrior.” She was silent for a moment. “Well, regardless, it does not matter. I cannot procreate. I chose to be sterilized. I’m a little surprised you didn’t.”

“I think I was maybe holding onto the notion of being a father someday. Putting down the rifle someday.”

“Fair. And I suppose you were right.”

“I sure hope so,” he muttered. “A lot of this depends on how effectively I can secure this region. So far it’s going well. Shockingly well. But it could get a whole hell of a lot worse very quickly.”

“This is always true.”

“Yeah.”

They fell silent again and he followed Yelena along a path, winding between the skeletal trees, beneath the pale blue skies. He listened yet still for gunshots, and though he occasionally heard some, mostly he heard the wind and bird calls. They came to a large boulder and began moving around it, then Yelena stopped, looked around, and went along the boulder’s periphery.

“Ah,” she said.

Hunter joined her. Behind the boulder, among a tangle of bushes, was a black and silver case. She retrieved it and then crouched with it on the ground. Hunter watched with interest as she selected a thin, shiny tool and slipped it into a nearly invisible hole along the case’s right side. There was a snap and it popped open, revealing a shiny blue brick of technology. Gold, silver, and emerald lines ran along its surface.

“Looks heavy,” he muttered.

“It is,” Yelena replied, picking it up and turning it over in her grasp.

“What is it?”

She was silent for a moment as she continued studying it. A few seconds later, seemingly satisfied, she returned it to its cushioned place and snapped the case closed.

“It is a motherboard for a-” She said a word he didn’t understand. Man, it had been a while since that had happened.

“A what? That didn’t translate.”

She shrugged out of her backpack. “A large, powerful aerial vehicle. Military in nature. I imagine someone was trying to reverse engineer this.”

“What will you do with it?” he asked as she slipped the case into her pack, pulled it back into place, and regained her feet.

“Secure it, for now. I need to think on it a bit longer, see what my long-term goals look like.”

“Okay. Now what?”

“Now we go west.”

…

They went west, deeper into wolf territory.

Hunter was more switched on and alert, especially after they found a few dead tigers and wolves. The bodies were scattered, lying in random poses, broken in death. It looked like it had been a pretty typical firefight, maybe a day or two old, and already stripped of supplies.

He had to admit, it felt good to move with just Yelena again. They worked together in perfect synchronicity, never needing to actually speak. They just knew. It felt good in a way he had yet to feel on this side of the portal.

They passed a few more battle sites, following a tracking device that Yelena had built into her suit. Now that the drone had painted the region, she could pinpoint it with stunning accuracy. As they drew close, they came across another battlefield, this one a bit bigger.

It looked like two wolf packs had come across a decent-sized tiger squad. And then all-out madness had broken loose. The trees around the area were chewed up, several of them missing branches from random shots in the crossfire. There were easily twenty corpses within view, flung in random death poses, some still holding onto their guns, some with eyes open, all of them still and silent as stones.

“Hunter…” Yelena murmured softly.

“Yeah?” he replied, hunting for survivors.

“I’ve never actually asked this question of anyone before, but...do you think it makes me insane that I think there is something beautiful about something like this? Not really in a gruesome way, but in a kind of...artistic way?”

“No, I get it,” Hunter replied. “I know exactly what you mean. Like it’s a...a painting, or something. I guess I’ve always thought of them as movie posters. Fucked if I’d go see those movies, though,” he muttered.

“Yes, there is something equally repellent and alluring about it. Some impossible thing of being pushed and pulled at the same time. I hate it, but I also kind of love it.”

“I get why you wouldn’t want to ask that of anyone. I...probably wouldn’t ask that of any of my mates.”

“Well, I guess be glad you have me, then. I will answer weird questions, if you’ve got them.”

“I might have one,” Hunter said, and they began advancing on the field of death. “Do you ever feel like...you’re a monster, a bloodthirsty monster, and there’s this part of you that fucking loves murdering people, and you have to fight it?”

She was silent for a long moment, and it felt long indeed.

“Yes,” she replied quietly, then cleared her throat. “I do struggle with that, myself.”

“Do you think all of us do?”

“No. Most, but not all. I know some people who...feel nothing. Truly. Or, others who actually let it happen. They become the people we are often sent to kill. Which makes you wonder about those people. How many of the people we kill are just like us, just doing what needs to be done, only on the other side of the line. But I suppose you’ve already pondered that a lot.”

“I have. Still am. Probably the reason I’m giving the wolves any kind of chance to fuck off,” Hunter grunted as they hunted among the dead.

He stooped to grab whatever looked useful. A pistol. A grenade. Magazines. A medical kit that had flown free of its owner but was still sealed. He saw Yelena crouch by one of the corpses and rifle through its pockets. She came up with a slim silver case and cracked it open, looked inside, then snapped it shut and pocketed it as she stood.

“That it?” he asked.

“Yes. The next one is close, too. This way.”

Hunter made a mental note to send a group out here to police up the spare salvage and followed her. They jogged lightly through the woods, heading west now, and slowly became aware of sounds. Talking, machinery, heavy things being set down. A few moments later, they crawled silently up an incline and found themselves looking at a wolf den.

They were in the process of setting it up, and were most of the way finished.

Hunter sighed softly. “They aren’t really learning their lesson,” he muttered. “It’s in there, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Yelena replied.

“Well,” Hunter adjusted his aim, “sucks for them.”

Yelena shifted a little, no doubt zeroing her own sights. “A shame indeed.”


CHAPTER 5

The last piece of deer tech turned out to be another drone.

It was a simple model, but even that was high tech and useful. Once they’d eliminated every wolf at the den, they had picked it over, taking the choicest gear. Hunter made sure to paint his warning across the biggest structure, where it would be most obvious, and this time Yelena helped him in sawing off a few heads and sticking them on poles in the ground.

It was gruesome work, but it had to be effective.

Or maybe not. They were still setting up their damn dens. He wondered what it was going to take to get them to fuck off. Maybe he needed to find the head of this particular snake and chop it off, very publicly.

But that was a problem for the future.

Once they’d gotten what they needed, he and Yelena had headed straight back to the Warren. She was not just ready to help him, but apparently eager. He wondered why that was. Maybe working with someone else had revitalized her.

After they got back and Yelena had secured her stuff and Hunter had secured his, he called a meeting.

“All right,” he said, popping his neck and sitting up straighter, “let’s do this. Chloe, how is everything on the medicinal front?”

“Good,” she replied. Hot damn, she looked nice in her labcoat. She’d trimmed her hair recently and now it sat rather sexily on her, framing her beautiful, pale face in a new way. “We’re well stocked on medications and supplies. Based on current consumption, we should be good for the next six months. Though I do have a list of things I need. Some of them rarer medications or ingredients, some of them parts to help maintain our equipment, and a couple of things I noticed the Warren didn’t come equipped with that we might need.”

“Excellent. I will want that list before I go. Anything else?” She shook her head. “Good. Riley, how are we with food?”

“Still working with Rain to figure it all out exactly and also we need more time for the hydroponics to shake out, but it’s looking good,” she replied. “Our consumption is higher thanks to the fifty new people, but at present we still have enough food stored to get us through winter and some of spring, and, provided things go well with the gardens, it’ll be enough time to get them growing. Theoretically, we can last quite a while on those gardens, but we’re missing some seeds to help with variety, and we have a larger population to consider.”

Hunter frowned. “Yeah, that’s something we’re going to have to actually talk about, as a whole group, once this first wave of kits are born. We can’t just keep popping out kits.”

The others shifted uncomfortably as he said that. “That’s true,” Chloe murmured. “It will be a difficult subject. But we simply don’t have the resources to keep growing indefinitely. Certainly not at the rate we can produce them...how long do you think we’ll have to live down here?”

“At the very least through the winter,” Hunter replied. “After that? I don’t know, we need to see what it looks like. But I could certainly see allowing people to live out on the surface again. We’ve still got the Burrow to consider, and that Evergreen work site could be a nice spot to start building some new homes. But that’s all in the future. Are there any immediate concerns, Riley?”

“No, no immediate concerns.”

“Great.” He turned to Kiara. “How about you? Anything to report? How are the people doing?”

“Well, considering the circumstances,” Kiara replied, “overall, people are happy. We’re still trying to get everyone we found down in the south settled, and some of them are rather...traumatized. At present, we’ve got two therapists and a psychologist, and they’re overwhelmed already. I’ve been putting together an idea to get them some relief, help find them some assistants or particularly empathic people to help just...talk and listen, to those who need it. Otherwise, it’s mostly just the day-to-day administrative issues we’ve been dealing with. Scheduling and housing and making sure everyone is getting what they need, and, if possible, what they want. There’s no big issues right now.”

“Lucky us,” he said, then turned to Lacy. “All right, what do you have for me?”

“Good news and bad news, and what you asked for,” Lacy replied, sliding a tablet across the table to him. “The good news is that between everything we’ve managed to find, steal, and salvage so far, we have the resources to repair one of the main systems: atmospheric processing. Which is very good, because we really need that. But we really need all four of the main systems. Ultimately, the Warren is fueled by power, water, atmosphere processing, and temperature control. We’ve already begun repairs on the atmospheric processor and its sub-systems. The rest are still completely out of commission. Right now, we’ve got about two weeks before the backups run out for the levels we’re occupying.”

“Can we salvage parts from other areas in the Warren? The levels we haven’t occupied yet?” he asked.

“We could, but I’d really rather not. But even then, we still wouldn’t have everything we need. We can machine some of the components ourselves, thanks to the high-tech maintenance bays this place came with, but there are still some fairly crucial components we need that we can’t make and are very hard to find, and we can’t just rig up something else in its place. I’ve put together a list of everything we need that we don’t have and can’t make ourselves, as well as a list of locations where we might find at least some of these items.”

Hunter studied the tablet, jumping straight to the list of locations. He noted that every single one of them was to the west, along the coast or in between it and the forest. The list was a little short. A solar panel field, a wind turbine farm, the fox military outpost, a dockyard, a dam, an airfield. He looked at the accompanying map and put together a plan.

“Okay, this is what I’m thinking.” He had Kiara call up the map on the big screen and walked over to it. “I want to take Yelena, Brooke, and Riley and hit the solar field, then the military outpost, and finally the wind farm. It’ll give us an opportunity to survey the situation west of the forest, and it shouldn’t take more than three or four days.”

There was a general murmur of agreement.

“What if the foxes are still there?” Yelena asked.

“Well, then...we try to make contact and maybe strike up a deal. Maybe they haven’t gone as insane as the wolves and the tigers. Maybe they can offer us resources, maybe some of these rare components. But if it looks too risky, we’ll just let them be. Either way, we’ll return home with the stuff we have and regroup, then prepare for a second journey, this time all the way to the coast.”

“What happens after we find all the parts we need?” Lacy asked.

“Well, after that we’ve just got two more things we need to do: eliminate the wolves and eliminate the Trinkets. And once that is done...I don’t know. Ideally we can just rest and relax in here, making a nice little home for ourselves while we wait out the storm. And keep looking for refugees and resources. Though, that being said, I do have a special assignment for you while I’m gone, Lacy.”

“I’m listening,” she replied, sitting up straighter.

“One of the pieces of deer tech we were out there recovering was another drone. This one has a bit more range and utility. Yelena had graciously offered to not just let us use it, but to train one of us on it. So, for today, Lacy, Yelena will train you on the use of the drone and how to hook it into our systems. I want you to use that drone to scan the entire forest, and then realistically however many miles beyond the forest, in all directions, you think you can manage. You’re looking for people. I want to see who all is left out there. To kill or rescue as necessary.”

“I’m ready to do this,” Lacy replied.

“It won’t take long to teach you, the drone is simple to operate,” Yelena said.

“All right, let’s get this wrapped up and start preparing.”

…

“I must admit, I am impressed with your efficiency,” Yelena said.

“Really?” Hunter replied, then shoved the key in the ignition and started the vehicle up.

“Yes.”

He twisted, looking into the back of the big vehicle they’d found. It had a military look to it and was gray. The wolf ears painted on the sides finished convincing him it was, in fact, a wolf vehicle. They had found it abandoned and in surprisingly good shape near the edge of the forest. After checking it out thoroughly, they determined it was safe to use and loaded up.

The rest of their little squad sat in the back.

“We set?” he asked. The three of them nodded and he turned back around. “Why’s that?” he asked as threw the vehicle into drive and started them on the second leg of their journey.

They had made swift progress through the forest, only encountering a single wolf patrol and managing to avoid it easily enough. If they got lucky, he should be able to get them to the solar field farm within half an hour.

“I suppose it is not your efficiency I am impressed by, but rather that of the group. Rabbits are…” She hesitated, then glanced back briefly over her shoulder.

She still had her mask on, but he could tell she realized she might have just wandered into a minefield.

“What?” Brooke asked. “Rabbits are what, Yelena?”

“...not known for their efficiency,” Yelena replied neutrally, and turned back around.

“Right,” Brooke replied.

“I apologize, I do not intend insult. It is just based on my experience.”

“Uh-huh.”

“She’s telling the truth, Brooke,” Hunter said. “And this isn’t a situation where she’s not-so-subtly burying an insult in a seemingly benign statement. I can tell when she’s lying.”

“No you can’t,” Yelena replied immediately.

“Yes, I can. But furthermore, Brooke has a point that you probably shouldn’t generalize an entire race.”

“That was where I was going to go next,” Brooke muttered.

“I...suppose you have a point. I’m sure that is a facet of how we found ourselves in this present situation, broadly speaking. And no you can’t.”

“Do you have a brother?” Hunter asked.

“What?”

“Do you have a brother?”

“...no.”

“You’re lying.”

A long moment passed. She sighed. “That was a lucky guess.”

“What’s your favorite color?”

She sighed. “Blue.”

“You aren’t lying.”

“Fine, ask another one.”

“How old were you when you lost your virginity?”

“That is rather private information...but sixteen.”

“You’re lying.”

She growled. “How can you tell?”

“Well I’m not going to tell you, Yelena.”

“You are very annoying,” she muttered after a long moment.

“...so how old were you?” Riley asked.

“Twenty two.” A moment of silence went by. “I was not...ready, before then. And the options were...slim pickings.”

“You don’t have to justify it,” Hunter said. “Sorry, I guess that was a rude question. You just…”

“What?” she asked, looking at him more directly now.

“You kind of invite intensity, because you have an air of stoicism. Like nothing bothers you. People want to see if they can bother you. Which is a shitty instinct.”

“Fair, I suppose. I imagine you must invite the same thing.”

“Kinda, yeah. Although I’m a lot scarier. In my mates, however, yes. They love pushing my buttons.”

“We do not!” Riley replied.

“Oh come on, babe. You all fuck with me so much, and then you laugh about it.”

“It is kinda funny,” Brooke murmured. Riley snorted.

“See!” Hunter cried.

“You’re fun to fuck with,” Brooke replied. “And it invokes a...stronger response from you. During...certain activities.”

“Oh, certain activities like when I fuck your brains out?” Brooke made an awkward, exasperated sound, and when he glanced in the rearview, he saw she was blushing. He laughed. “Yeah, two can play at this game.”

“I will at least not be bored with you all around,” Yelena murmured.

“I’m sure it’ll get a lot more entertaining,” Hunter agreed.

He settled in and kept on driving, the rolling plains between the forest and the coast unfolding before them.


CHAPTER 6

Something had changed.

He didn’t actually pick up on it until they had the solar field in view, but something had definitely changed about Yelena. It was subtle, and he wasn’t sure that the others had noticed yet, but it was definitely there.

At first, he couldn’t even tell what the change was. But as they came within sight of the solar field, it finally hit him.

“There it is,” Hunter muttered, looking with disappointment at the collection of solar panels arranged in rows.

There was a lot of damage and many of them were missing. It was clear that a great battle had occurred here, which was odd, considering the location.

“There it is, indeed,” Yelena murmured in response.

That was when it hit. Something in her tone of voice and, when he actually looked at her, the way she was sitting. He initially took it to be more relaxed, but then realized it wasn’t relaxation he read in her posture.

She had turned it on, is what had happened.

Her charm. And she did have it. It was an odd kind of charm, but it certainly had its own power. Even behind the faceless mask, within a bodysuit, he could pick up on it.

“What?” she asked after a moment.

He looked away from her and returned his attention to the solar panels. “Nothing.”

“Mmm.”

“Is there even anything left to salvage?” Brooke muttered unhappily, leaning forward.

“There should be,” Riley replied. “Just less of it and it’ll be a bit harder to find. But I can work with this.”

Hunter drove them down the road and pulled into the small parking lot set at the end of the fenced-in field. Though the fence was little more than ornamental at this point, as it had been breached in over a dozen places.

“Riley, stay with the car. Yelena, Brooke, let’s do recon,” he said as he killed the engine.

They got out, weapons ready.

The front gate, the kind that rolled, was off its track and tilted at a drunken angle. Beyond it lay several corpses and bloodstains in the snowy slush that remained. He saw only wolves, but nothing to indicate what had killed them. As they split up, Yelena going right, Brooke going left, Hunter took the interior, heading straight into the field.

He moved slowly among the metal struts that supported the reflective black panels. Most of them had been removed in their entirety, while some lay smashed and shattered on the ground. There was just a single structure at the center of the field, a building the size of a garage, single story, windows smashed, the door torn off its hinges.

It was clear that whatever had happened here was at least a week old, maybe more. It looked like someone had come through to do a half-hearted scour of the supplies, as he saw some missing weapons and gear, but not that much. As he stepped over another dead body, he found himself thinking back to that kid he’d found captured by the Trinkets.

Asking him if it was worth it. He’d tried not to, but he’d been crying after that. Just a little. Never even learned the dipshit’s name. How many of them felt the same way? How many had killed rabbits when they didn’t even want to?

God, what a fucking mess.

What a fucking waste.

Hunter sighed disgustedly and kept going. He came to the central structure and peered inside, finding more of a mess. A few dead wolves inside, too. What might’ve been a last stand kind of situation. His hopes began to sink as he saw how the interior of the room was pretty damned stripped. Including stuff in the walls.

He’d been hoping it was tigers who’d come here and gotten into a firefight. Maybe foxes, or shit, even some rabbits. He’d even take a friendly fire incident gladly. But no, it was looking like the Trinkets had been here.

How far had they spread by now?

“Hunter,” Brooke said over the radio, “got a dead Trinket here.”

“Fuck,” he muttered, “be there in a second.”

He finished his sweep of the building and then stepped back out. Spying her by the fence, he joined her, found her standing over a lump that was still mostly buried by a snowdrift not yet burned off by the sunshine.

It was a wolf, face pale and blue, head shaved, ears chopped down to nubs, one eye replaced with a cybernetic implant. Wires ran along his face, out of his other eye, which was just a socket, down along his cheek, into his mouth and one ear. The single arm that was uncovered sported metallic claws, coated in old blood.

“Fuck,” he repeated.

“Why didn’t they finish the job?” Brooke murmured, looking around.

“Maybe they were most of the way through it when the wolves attacked and killed the Trinkets who were still working,” Hunter replied. “Either way, this is all old news. For whatever reason they never came back. Their loss, our gain. Let’s finish the sweep.”

They both stared uncomfortably at the twisted corpse for a second longer, then got back to work.

…

They lost the rest of the day to the solar field.

For the first couple of hours, Hunter and Yelena stalked the interior and exterior, gathering whatever supplies they could find, while Brooke assisted Riley in salvaging the remaining solar panels. In the end, there were just three that actually worked, and they were just barely able to get them fitted into the cargo space at the rear of the vehicle.

Hunter and Yelena managed to turn up about a dozen guns, some hundred or so bullets worth of magazines, a scattering of medical gear and rations, and a decent amount of tools and spare parts. He tried to get to know Yelena as they worked together, but she was closed up tight. Except it wasn’t quite that, he had come to realize.

She was closed off, for sure, but he had come to realize she’d opened up more for him than probably anyone else in a long time. More than that, she was giving him breadcrumbs. Feeding him bits of information about herself.

She was also teasing him.

It was subtle, buried in the substrata of the conversation, and it took him a little bit to pick up on it. Yelena, he realized, was a different kind of spec ops soldier than him. Hunter was well-rounded enough in the field, but he was more or less a blunt instrument. A shotgun. He was good at infiltration not because he was some super genius, but because he just got it on some intuitive level. He’d been trained, but he simply knew what to look for.

Yelena was a whole field kit.

She was sharp, she was smart, and she was lethal because of that. Honestly, she kind of scared him, because she probably could outwit him if she wanted. Hunter wouldn’t call himself stupid, but it was clear Yelena was smarter than him.

And, in a way, he felt lucky for that.

While Hunter absolutely loved dominating his mates, the idea of someone more on his level was very appealing. He wasn’t really looking to be dominated, it just wasn’t in his wheelhouse, but he was looking for more of a challenge.

And Yelena was a challenge.

By the time they’d gathered the last thing and loaded it into the vehicle, it was twilight.

“So, did we actually get any of the big ones?” Hunter asked as he settled into the driver’s seat.

“One,” Riley replied. “We got one of the really important components we need to bring the main reactor back online. And we just need one more, but it’s a rare one.”

“Great,” he muttered, turning on the vehicle.

“Where are we going now?” Brooke asked.

“According to the map we pieced together, there should be a house about two miles further down the road,” he replied as he began driving.

“Here’s hoping it’s still there,” Riley murmured.

“Yep. So, not a bad first day, overall. Although it looks like we’ve filled up about two thirds of our cargo capacity already.”

“Do we really need the solar panels? I mean, we already went through the whole damn process to get them, but…” Brooke asked.

“They’ll be useful for when we want to set up in other areas. Or to trade,” Hunter replied.

“That’s a good point, I guess.”

A moment of silence passed as they drove through the darkening winter twilight. Hunter felt his attention being pulled towards Yelena more than ever now. Women like her, in his experience (provided what was left of his memories could be trusted), had two modes when it came to sex: fuck off and let’s fuck. There wasn’t much in the way of in between, and during the in between, they wanted to keep things cold and professional.

He actually understood, and kind of was the same way. Though clearly he’d lost his edge since coming here. But Yelena...was not like that. She was teasing, she was coy, she was flirtatious, but incredibly subtly.

She was making him want her, he knew by now, and it was working.

He was doing his best to do the same, but he thought she was already locked in. If he had to guess why...partially because he was a supersoldier, an actual supersoldier with the gengineering and high tech implants, but mostly because he was so alien.

Apparently it was pretty appealing.

Up ahead, he spied the house. It looked intact and unoccupied. No lights, no smoke, no vehicles in plain sight. It didn’t look too big, just a single story. But he was sure it would do. So long as it had four walls and a roof, he could make it work.

A bit later, he was pulling in.

“No one’s around,” he said as he parked. “Unless there’s a basement, or Trinkets. Yelena, Riley, stay with the vehicle. Brooke and I will secure the building.”

They got out and headed in. Hunter headed inside through the front door while Brooke began a quick sweep along the exterior. They’d gotten lucky: there was a garage. Now, if they could get double lucky and find it empty. He came into a cold, dark, chaotic living room. For a moment, it felt like someone had reached into his chest and squeezed his heart.

Seeing this shit hurt.

This was someone’s home. Details aside, this had been someone’s life. It was clear the place had been tossed, and the bootprints on the floor belonged to wolves. Hunter’s frown deepened as he walked through the living room, into a short hallway that led into several other rooms. One was a bedroom, clearly a kid’s room.

Toys scattered across the floor.

For a moment he felt his control slip monumentally and he felt tears gathering in his eyes as unthinkable, screaming red rage and razor-edged empathy welled up within him. He stood there for a long moment, getting himself back under control.

It was shit like this that utterly voided his faith that there was anything even remotely resembling a good God in charge. Back home or over here.

Hunter shoved it back down, resecured it, locked it back into place, and continued with his sweep. He found no basement, no car in the garage, and no one or nothing hiding out. Brooke joined him and reported there was nothing out there.

Finding the latch for manual control on the garage, as the place had no power, he opened it up and waved the others inside. Once the vehicle was securely within the garage, he shut and locked the door.

“Get settled,” he said as he began going around and checking the windows.

“I’ll see what I can get figured for dinner,” Riley replied.

“I must perform maintenance on my gear,” Yelena said, then paused. She turned and looked directly at Hunter. Her mask was off now, her hood down, and he could see the faintest hint of playfulness in her gaze. “Although, were something more important to come up, I could be talked into putting that off.”

Then she left the room. Brooke walked over.

“So, you’re really gonna do it?” she asked.

“I mean, yeah, obviously. Unless you changed your mind.”

“No...I kinda want to see you put her in her place.”

He laughed softly. “I’m getting a small notion that maybe she wants something similar.”

“See if we can watch.”

“Let me finish securing this place, then I’ll check.”


CHAPTER 7

Dinner, it seemed, could wait.

After he made sure all the windows and doors were shut and locked firmly, he thought he’d find them spread throughout the house. But he found all three of them gathered in the master bedroom. Yelena sat on the bed, Brooke leaned against the wall, her arms crossed, and Riley sat on a dresser, looking amused.

“...everything okay?” Hunter asked as he stepped in.

“Yep,” Brooke replied. “We’re just discussing things.”

“What things, exactly?”

“Yelena is ready to fuck you, and she’s fine with us watching,” Brooke said.

Yelena issued a small sigh. “You have the subtlety of a grenade.”

“I don’t really do subtle.”

“I’ve noticed Hunter likes many things.”

Hunter sighed, sat down on the bed, then began unlacing his boots. “Let’s not fight.”

“I overheard the two of you talking,” Yelena said, “something about putting me in my place?”

Brooke sighed and rolled her eyes. Hunter chuckled. “Something like that,” he replied.

“You think you can?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.

“Take off that suit and let’s find out.”

“Mmm.”

They both stripped. Hunter had been hoping for a shower, but that was off the table. He supposed they were just going to have to fuck like this. Well, it was going to be filthier and faster on the road, he imagined.

Once they got back to the Warren, though…

Hunter watched as Yelena revealed her body to him, to them all. She looked about how he expected: long, lean, very fit. Her soft brown skin was marred by several scars, which didn’t surprise him at all.

One thing did though.

She had tattoos. Several of them. He found himself grinning as she finished stripping naked. God, she had nice tits. B-cups, perky, topped by pale brown nipples. Excellent thighs. She had the body of a gymnast, everything about her smooth and lean and tight. He saw an intricate tattoo of red-yellow flames licking up the length of her left arm. Several tattoos of symbols he didn’t recognize. A flower on her inner right thigh. A blade dripping blood over her left breast.

Yelena laughed as she saw his expression.

“What?” he asked.

“You look like a horny boy seeing a naked woman for the first time, how can you be this way?”

“He’s like that with all of us,” Riley replied.

“I...very much appreciate the nude female form. I also really like your tattoos.”

“Ah.” She looked down at herself. “Yes, a rare indulgence. Now…”

She reached out and prodded his erection, which was straining against his boxers. He nodded and shed them. She smirked and wrapped her fingers around his cock.

“I believe you are going to put me in my place now, hmm?”

“Yeah, I could do that.”

“I would love to see you try.”

Hunter paused. “How rough is too rough for you?”

“I’m not a schoolgirl,” she murmured. “I think I can handle whatever you want to dish out.”

“So, play it by ear.”

“Yes.”
 

“Safeword?”

“I don’t intend to use it...but it is logical to have one, yes. Very well: blueberry.”

“Good.”

He grabbed her and kissed her firmly on the mouth. From the way her eyes widened a little, he knew he’d startled her. She kissed him back firmly, fiercely, passionately. Her taste was strange and exotic and exciting, completely unlike any of the others. Her tongue was strong and pushed into his mouth firmly. Her hands wandered across his body, touching him, pausing to trace along a scar whenever she found it, and his were doing the same thing.

She felt wonderful against him. Smooth and hot and soft. And ready.

Hunter abruptly shoved her back onto the bed. She gasped, again caught off guard. She stared up at him, not quite a glare, as he crawled onto the bed with her. Her hands shot out and he caught them, grasping her by each wrist. Slowly, relentlessly, he pressed her down onto her back, her hands to either side of her.

“I think you’ll find that you’re outclassed,” he murmured down at her, unable to keep from smirking at least a little.

“Mmm,” she replied.

Then she twisted her wrists in just the right way, somehow managing to slip through his grasp, slipped between his legs and had him in a chokehold from behind in a flash.

“Am I now?” she murmured in his ear.

Hunter had to admit, this was going to be a little more difficult than usual. If this was an actual attack, he could get out of it easily. By seriously harming or, likely, killing the person doing it. But obviously he wasn’t going to harm Yelena.

On the other hand…

Hunter reached up, grabbed her wrists again, and slowly pulled her hands away from his head. He could tell she was genuinely trying to resist him.

“Yes,” he replied, keeping his grip on her as he twisted around. He pushed her down onto her back again and now gripped her biceps. “You see, you’re faster than me, but I’m stronger than you. And stronger wins in close quarters if fast isn’t fast enough. And you aren’t fast enough,” he explained as he settled down on his side.

“You haven’t seen how fast-ohhhhh,” she moaned as his finger found her clit and began to massage it.

“Easy to disarm,” he replied softly, and kissed her.

“This is really hot,” Riley whispered.

If Brooke gave a response, he didn’t hear it over Yelena’s heavy breathing. They kept kissing and he kept fingering her until he coaxed an orgasm out of her tall, slim frame. Her voice was a wonder to behold when she was shouting in sexual ecstasy.

As soon as she was finished, she began to slip away but he grabbed her and shoved her roughly onto her back, then got himself between her slim thighs.

“Uh-uh,” he said, “no more games. I’m taking what I want.”

“Then take it,” she replied, her breath coming heavy now.

Hunter speared her with his erection and her mouth opened wide, as did her eyes, and she seemed to have nothing to say as he pushed his way into her. Oh, how wet and hot she was inside. She was so wonderfully slippery that he eased in without an issue. He felt her inner muscles clench and squirm around him as he began fucking her.

“Oh...oh! OH FUCK! HUNTER!” she cried in what sounded like genuine shock.

“Holy fucking shit, your pussy feels good,” he panted, gripping her shoulders now and pressing her down into the mattress.

“Harder,” she growled.

Hunter went harder. And then harder still when she demanded it again. The bed had a headboard and it started knocking against the wall, then banging. For a time, Yelena’s screams and the sound of the headboard competed for aural dominance.

Yelena won.

He grunted, then groaned loudly as he felt his control slip massively once her pussy started orgasming. Her climax was intense and all-encompassing and holding her down was actually kind of tough because she was really thrashing, fighting him as she lost control of herself. He could feel her inner juices, hot and amazing, splashing against his balls and inner thighs, a fresh gush coming out of her each time her hips bucked.

Then he was coming, his own orgasm flaring into existence, his seed immediately spurting out of him as his own hips bucked against hers. He found himself grunting loudly as he finished inside of her, filling her up, his mind dancing with thoughts of her pregnant, belly big and round, hips and ass and breasts all bigger, curvier…

When they were finished, both were panting.

“We’re going to have to flip this mattress,” was the first thing Hunter found himself saying.

“Great,” Brooke muttered.

“Sorry,” Yelena panted, “I...lost control of myself there. I...either that was the best sex of my life or I have truly forgotten.”

“Given how good he is with us, probably that first one,” Brooke replied.

“Goodness,” Yelena whispered, her eyes not quite focusing.

He laughed and kissed her. “That was fun.”

“Uh-huh.”

Hunter pulled out of her and got to his feet. “Let’s get washed up and eat.”

…

“This is so weird,” Brooke muttered as they sat around the dinner table in the kitchen and ate.

They were all eating rations, which they all enjoyed to varying degree.

Perhaps enjoy was too strong a word.

“Because of the sex? I would have thought you’d be used to it by now,” Yelena replied.

“No, not because of that. Because this is so...normal. It feels so weirdly normal, but we’re out here, all so very different from each other, hunting rare tech in an apocalyptic nightmare, but this just feels...normal.”

“Are you complaining?” Hunter replied.

“No, not really. Just...it’s kind of confusing. I guess I should be grateful for it.”

“That is a very good and important practice in this line of work,” Yelena replied.

“What line of work, exactly?” Brooke asked cautiously.

“Surviving.”

“Oh. Yeah. That makes sense.”

“Be grateful for everything you can,” Yelena continued. “That your body still works, and without much pain. For good weather. For light. For functional weaponry. Friends. Pleasure.”

“We actually have it really good,” Riley murmured.

“Yes, you do,” Yelena agreed. “It is a non-insignificant part of why I agreed to stick around for a while. Your Warren is...considerably more comfortable than any of the places I’ve found myself sleeping in over the past several months.”

“Got any interesting stories?” Hunter asked.

Yelena had turned downright chatty after she’d gotten laid. Everything about her had changed. Subtly, but it had. She was more relaxed, she was smiling a little more, just generally more at ease. Even the way she ate her dinner was more leisurely.

Though she still managed to be the first to finish.

“I have one, yes. I was moving through tiger territory for the last month. Mostly I avoided them, but in their own region, I came across tigers who did not want to take part in the killing, and all the other bad things. If you think the wolves are bad for propaganda and brainwashing, the tigers are worse. Even before everything fell apart, they were a lot more forceful about ‘correct’ thinking. Sometimes I would come across refugees. If I could, I would help them.”

“Help them how?” Brooke asked.

“Sometimes I’d help them get supplies, or find someone who was lost. Rather...indirectly, usually. I’d put together a care package of food, medicine, and bullets and leave them places they would find them. Couldn’t be too obvious about it, because then they would get paranoid. But if they assumed they’d found a dead soldier’s stash? Different story.”

“That’s...remarkably sweet,” Hunter said.

“As should be evidenced by our most recent activity, I am sweet.”

Hunter snorted. “That was not sweet.”

“It sure felt sweet. Anyway, how I would usually help was by killing tigers. I came across some intel, this was maybe three weeks ago, about a division that had been set up specifically to find a big group of refugees hiding in this little network of valleys. There were supposed to be a few hundred of the refugees, they’d been gathering in secret, and somehow the military had found out. They wanted soldier slaves. I figured I should stop it.”

“What’d you do?” Riley asked.

Yelena chuckled. “Well, the first thing I did was warn the refugees. One of my rare real appearances, but I told them what was happening. Told them to stay out of sight for the next few days, prepare to leave, because they had been compromised, and that I was going to deal with the soldiers coming after them. Once they were all hidden away, I went to the valley I knew they would enter through and began preparing a game of hide and kill.”

“I know that game,” Hunter muttered.

“Yes, I bet you do. I laid a number of traps, a few dozen of them, and once they got there, I spent the next four days taking out a five-hundred-strong division.”

“Fuck, by yourself?” Brooke whispered.

“Yes. By myself. Lots of tripwires, lots of explosives, a few pitfalls, and a lot of bullets and knifework. Had a couple of close calls, but I managed it. Got those refugees out of there. They were pissed about it, and I could not blame them. They had a very nice setup. Pointed them east, into the wild lands. They’re more dangerous, but wild beasts you can learn to avoid, to warn off. Can’t do that with soldiers.”

“Typically not,” Hunter agreed. “That’s really impressive.”

“Thank you.”

“So,” Riley said after a moment of silence passed, “what’s the rest of the night going to look like?”

“After we finish our break, we’re all going to search this place over, find anything useful. Then we’re going to perform maintenance on all our weapons and gear. Riley, I need you to look over that vehicle, make sure it doesn’t crap out on us in the field. Once we finish all that, wind down. I want us all asleep by eleven at the latest. We’re getting up at six tomorrow morning. I want us on the road by seven. We can hit the military outpost in about an hour and a half, and I want to potentially dedicate tomorrow to that because we’ve got no idea what that might entail.”

“In that case, I’m gonna go get to work on the car. Want to get that out of the way,” Riley said, getting up.

“And I want to get my fucking gun and gear maintenance out of the way,” Brooke said, getting up as well.

“I will perform a perimeter check,” Yelena said.

“I’ll come with you,” Hunter replied.

They headed outside, leaving the others to their work, and began walking around the exterior. Hunter didn’t think there was anyone actually out here and a quick patrol around the outside confirmed that. He and Yelena lingered on the front porch.

“So, how are you feeling about what happened?” he asked.

“Um...good,” Yelena replied. She paused, then let out a vaguely embarrassed laugh. “You, um...knocked down a few barriers that I didn’t think you were going to. It’s...mildly concerning.”

“Well, I’m not going to take advantage of you, if it helps,” Hunter replied.

Yelena stared at him, then sighed. “Normally it wouldn’t, but it does...which bothers me. I trust you too much. It’s...concerning.”

“We don’t have to go any further if you don’t want to.”

“I want to,” she said flatly. “I’m not giving your cock up if I don’t have to. I’ve never been a particularly sexual person, but with you...something’s different.” She snorted.

“What?”

“Just...people used to make fun of me. For being so picky. I remember one of my friends told me that I wouldn’t be happy with anyone, I might as well just try to date an alien.”

He laughed. “Wow. That’s...weirdly prophetic.”

“Yes.” She looked into the darkness for a long moment, a faint smile on her face, then abruptly kissed him on the mouth and went inside.

Hunter watched her go, lingered for just a moment, then laughed softly to himself and followed her in.

What a trip this was all turning out to be.


CHAPTER 8

Yelena had definitely changed.

He noticed it the moment they got up and began preparing for the day ahead.

She was calmer, freer, more relaxed. Hunter initially assumed it was a side effect of getting laid after a long dry period, but soon realized it was more than that. He was beginning to get the idea that this was going to be a potentially very difficult period of time for Yelena, because he thought he knew what was happening within her mind.

To be a spec ops warrior, you had to sacrifice. Damn near everything. There wasn’t really time for friends, family, lovers. Fun. A life. There was just training. Training and missions and travel. Your closest friends would either die in combat or vanish from your life utterly at some unspecified, but near, future date.

It meant you became cold, distant, nothing but professional.

Spec ops wasn’t a job, it was a lifestyle. It was a way of being.

It was something you picked up with the assumption that you’d never put it down.

And now, Yelena was putting it down. Or, at least, she was thinking about it. She hadn’t said anything, but he could just tell that was the war being waged in her head. Putting that down was no easy task. Years, perhaps decades of reinforcement kept you from thinking it was a good idea, let alone possible.

Let alone actually doing it.

As they finished breakfast and piled into the vehicle and drove into the cold gray dawn, Hunter told himself that he should help her as much as he could. Because he respected her. And because he liked her.

And because, well...he did want her to stick around.

Yes, the sex was phenomenal, but he saw more of himself in her than he wanted to admit. And yeah, it was a tired old cliché, but Hunter couldn’t deny that he wanted to believe that she could make the transition because he needed to believe that he could make that transition. He loved his mates, and he’d pledged himself and his life to them and the people of the Warren, but sometimes he still wondered if he was going to make it.

Right now things were working, but what about after things got quiet?

How long could he go without a war?

This was getting dark. He needed to lighten it up a little.

“So, Yelena...did I?” he asked as they hit the road.

“Did you what?” she replied, sounding a little startled out of her thoughts.

“Put you in your place?”

She looked over at him, for a moment looking lost. She hadn’t put her mask back into place yet. She started blushing.

Wow, she was feeling lost.

“You...I was off my game,” she replied.

“Wow, he really did,” Brooke murmured.

“You can say yes,” Hunter said.

She sighed. “Whatever.”

A moment of silence passed. Brooke cleared her throat. “Yelena.”

“What?” Yelena replied cautiously.

Hunter found himself tensing, wondering if Brooke was going to fuck with her. But when she spoke again, her voice was surprisingly gentle, understanding.

“I do kind of get where you are right now. It’s a weird place to be. I...had difficulty, with my relationship with Hunter, in the beginning. Difficulty for a number of reasons, but also because I saw myself a certain way. And the way I saw myself always clashed with what I wanted...sexually. Which was, well...to be put in my place. And I’d never trusted anyone with that before. Until I met Hunter.”

A long moment of silence went by. Hunter began to worry Yelena simply wasn’t going to respond. She was looking out the window, her face hidden from him.

Then she spoke up. “What happened after?”

“It was kind of awkward, and I was...defensive. I hated the idea that he had something over me. He’d humiliated me because I had asked him to and he was so good at it and I liked it so much, it made me panic a little. He was very patient and kind with me. He still is. But what I’m saying is, you can trust Hunter. And you can trust us not to genuinely mock you for your desires. And to keep your secrets. All of us, but especially him.” She paused for a second, considering, then smiled. “Hunter will never make you feel unsafe.”

“That...is my impression so far,” Yelena murmured uncomfortably. “And I suppose if he has this many women vouching for him, it would be logical that I could...let my guard down. It is still rather difficult, though.”

“Move at your own pace, Yelena. I’m not going to pressure you or push you along,” Hunter replied.

“...thank you. In some ways, letting go last night was the easiest thing I’ve ever done. In some ways, it was the hardest. It felt so good. So...natural. And,” she turned from the window, now looking at him, vaguely amused and relaxed again, “you are a natural yourself at that. You studied me, dissected me, and dominated me so easily and so quickly.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I’m pretty good at it. I think I’m kind of just a natural.”

“You must be. I’m reluctant to call myself submissive, but I have harbored these...desires, for most of my adult life. I’ve never found anyone I could trust to even tell them to. So they lived entirely in my head.”

“I bet you came up with a ton of fantasy scenarios,” Brooke said.

“Yes, that is accurate…” Yelena smirked suddenly. “Will you tell me in more detail about Hunter dominating you?” She turned around and looked into the backseat, at Brooke and Riley. “Both of you?”

Brooke grinned. So did Riley.

…

“Yep, there it is,” Hunter muttered as they came around a big stand of trees.

The road curved along the edge of a small forest. He spied the squat, iron gray structure and immediately began hunting for signs of life. And he found them really quick as he spied a pair of figures standing atop the metal wall that surrounded the outpost.

And he threw it into reverse and stomped on the pedal as a sniper round shrieked past the hood.

“Down!” he snapped, getting them back behind the denser part of the forest.

“Fuck,” Brooke muttered.

Hunter put the vehicle into park after a minute, then waited, seeing which way the situation was going. Maybe it was because they’d shown up in a wolf vehicle. Or maybe they were just shooting anyone. On the other hand…

“That felt like a warning shot,” Yelena murmured.

“Yeah. Stay with the car. I’m going for a little walk,” Hunter replied, throwing open the door.

“Be careful. Even you can be killed by a headshot,” Brooke said anxiously.

“I know. I will. I’ll be right back.”

Hunter began walking back up the road, cautious and prepared to activate his ability if need be. He was feeling rested and ready to kick ass. He got to the edge of the trees and peered cautiously around. The base was maybe two hundred feet away.

“That’s close enough!” someone called.

He thought he saw fox ears on them.

“We come in peace!” Hunter called back.

A pause. “What do you want!?”

“Trade!”

Another pause. “Just wait there for a minute!”

“Got it!”

This time the pause lasted a while as one of them left.

“What’s happening?” Yelena’s voice whispered out of his radio.

“I think they’re trying to figure out what to do with us. They don’t seem particularly hostile.”

“Well, I suppose if it goes wrong, we can just turn around and go another way.”

“Yep.”

Finally, the fox returned. “All right! Drive on up to the front gate! Nice and easy!”

“Coming!”

Hunter jogged back. As he slid behind the wheel, it occurred to him that he’d understood them. Well, he supposed it made enough sense that they’d speak the local language. Though were they speaking wolf or rabbit? Did it matter?

That was still such a bizarre thing.

“We’re going to tentatively try some trading,” Hunter said.

“We sure about this?” Riley asked.

“Not entirely, but close enough. No quick movements, no loud sounds, no stupid choices. Just, everyone keep cool and let me do the talking,” he replied as he began driving them slowly out of the woods.

“Have fun,” Yelena murmured.

He parked at the front gate, which looked like two solid slabs of metal. It was open a little bit, parted down the middle, and a trio of foxes stood there. Eight more now stood along the wall above them, all of them armed with machine guns and shotguns. They all wore green fatigues. Hunter killed the engine and they all got out.

“Well,” the one who seemed to be in charge, a lean man with slim, dark black sunglasses and a vaguely amused grin, said, “this is the oddest bunch I’ve ever seen in my life. A wolf, a muscular rabbit, a deer operative, and a...what the fuck are you?”

“Genetically engineered supersoldier,” Hunter replied. “I’m Hunter.”

“Binx,” the man replied amicably enough. While his tone was a bit false in its cheeriness, the man seemed more amused than planning to shoot them. “Captain Binx. I’m in charge of this...military outpost.” He laughed, and there was real bitterness in there.

“Are you interested in trading?” Hunter replied.

“Maybe. I just might be,” he murmured, staring at them from behind his dark lenses. A long moment went by. The wind blew. The trees whispered. Finally, he grunted. “I’d be willing to give you something in return for a favor.”

“What’s the favor?” Hunter asked.

“A squad of ours went missing. We sent them to look for food at a small airfield about half an hour south of here. They were supposed to be back yesterday and we’ve had no contact. You go to the airfield, figure out what happened, get them and, if it’s there to be gotten, the food, back here, and we can trade something.”

Hunter glanced at the others. They all seemed amenable. Well, they’d been intending to get to the airfield anyway.

He turned back. “Yeah, I think this is a deal we could swing. But I want to know if you’ve even got what we want first.”

“Fair enough. What do you want?”

“I’m going pull out a tablet and then walk over to show you.”

“Nice and easy.”

Hunter nodded and did just that, approaching the group. He noticed all of them tensed slightly as he did that. He suppressed a small smile. It was nice to be understood as a serious threat sometimes. He called up the list of gear they needed and passed it to him. Binx took it and studied it for a long moment, frowning.

“Hmm...yes, we’ve got a few of these,” he muttered, highlighting three of the items listed and passing it back. “I’d be willing to part with one of those items in exchange. And,” he glanced at their truck, “it looks like you’ve already got a good load there. We could trade more once you got back.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Hunter replied. He hesitated, then decided to take another calculated risk. “I have to ask: have you encountered the machine people yet?”

“The...what now?” Binx replied.

“The corpses that have tech shoved into every hole that are fast and deadly.”

“...I think your genetic engineering might’ve scrambled your brains a little.” Some of the other soldiers chuckled.

“So you haven’t encountered them yet. Well, I’m willing to share a little intel,” Hunter murmured, switching to the pictures they’d gathered of the dead Trinkets. He’d brought the images along in case this exact situation popped up.

Because they were very unbelievable.

Binx looked amused as he took the tablet back, but immediately lost his smile. He frowned deeply, then pulled his sunglasses off and stared hard at the image.

“What...the...fuck…” he whispered.

“There’s more images,” Hunter replied.

Binx glanced up at him, then his eyes darted back down to the screen and he accessed the other images. Hunter saw all the good cheer go out of the soldiers around him as they stared as well.

“Given you look like you do, and you’ve got a deer spec ops soldier with you, I’m inclined to believe that these aren’t just artistic statements or a prank. Where in the fuck did these things come from?”

“We don’t know,” Hunter replied, accepting the tablet back. “We’ve been encountering them over the last month or so. They’re incredibly fast and strong, they usually have a gun of some kind attached to their body, and they don’t put off heat. They also seem to have no real agenda. They’ve attacked us, the wolves, the tigers, anyone they can get their hands on.”

Binx grunted unhappily. “We have found a few battlefields that didn’t make sense,” he muttered. “People chopped up, weird wounds...shit. This just keeps getting better.” He seemed to chew on that for a moment, then heaved a sigh and slipped his sunglasses back into place. “Well, I’d appreciate a more thorough report on them. While you’re gone, we’ll get together an inventory and we can trade. I think we might have a bit more of what you’re looking for on that list, but I need to double-check. Also, you can reach us on frequency seven nine four, you can try to reach out to the team on eight four zero.”

“Understood. We’ll find your people,” Hunter replied.

He walked back to the vehicle and everyone got in. Hunter got them turned around and began driving south.

“Let’s go rescue some foxes.”


CHAPTER 9

“So...the foxes are still here,” Brooke murmured after a few minutes.

“Yep,” Hunter replied. “I wonder if they were abandoned.”

“Very good chance,” Yelena said. “Communications has been very broken in my experience. When things fell apart, they fell apart very quickly, and for most nations.”

“Interesting. Maybe they could be our allies.”

“Think we could get them to help with the wolves? Or the Trinkets?” Riley asked.

“Doubt it,” Hunter replied. “I can’t imagine there’s more than a hundred of them at that base, and I doubt they’re eager to go into the fray. Probably the most we can hope for is trading resources and information. Maybe they’ll help with an op or two for the right price.”

“Binx seemed kind of shady,” Brooke said.

“I think he was trying to,” Hunter replied. “I think he knows he’s operating from a weak position, and maybe they’re a little more desperate than they let on. If we can help them, it’ll probably make them pretty happy with us. More willing to work.”

“I imagine he’s also probably pretty bitter about the situation,” Yelena said. “They’re far from home, stuck here, hundreds of miles from their families with probably no real way to get back or even hear from them.”

“That does suck,” Brooke muttered.

“Well, regardless, let’s just get this out of the way. Hopefully they just ran into some delays.”

No one responded to that. They were all wondering dark thoughts. Could be that. Or it could be wolves or tigers they ran into.

Or Trinkets.

Hunter found it curious, and vaguely hopeful, that the foxes hadn’t run into any Trinkets so far. Either they didn’t venture out much, or listen much, or the Trinkets hadn’t come all that far to the west. He held onto that hope as he drove on.

…

“I say again, my name is Hunter, seeking the fox squad sent to investigate this airfield. I am a recent ally of Captain Binx and I’m here to help. Please respond, over.”

Hunter waited. Nothing but dead air. He sighed and stared at the terminal ahead of them. The airfield was indeed small. Just four runways organized two to a side sandwiching a squat control tower, a single terminal, and a pair of hangars.

There were no planes on the runways that he saw while they were driving in. No movements in the windows. Just a handful of vehicles abandoned in the big parking lot that butted up against the terminal.

The place felt dead.

And yet…

Something lingered.

Something whispered inside his skull, irking his instincts. He used his heat-vision, but that didn’t give him anything obvious to work with.

“Well, those have to be their trucks,” Brooke said, leaning forward between the seats.

“Yeah. They would’ve gone in through the terminal, I’d guess. Let’s start there. Suit up, head on a swivel,” Hunter replied as he opened the door.

They all took a moment to check over their gear once more. This definitely felt like they were walking into a combat zone. The sun had gone behind some clouds while they were driving over, and now the shadow cast across the land seemed darkly foreboding.

The wind had picked up, too. It scoured the frigid landscape, shrieking occasionally.

Hunter set off at a brisk pace, assault rifle in hand. He wanted this over with, and quickly. They approached the pair of military issue trucks. They were of a good size, able to hold four people in full field gear and a bed big enough to haul some real cargo. They were military green, with an orange stripe down the sides.

“Well, looks like they found what they were looking for,” Hunter muttered as he peered into the truckbeds.

“And got some of the way through securing it,” Yelena added softly. Her mask was on now. Her icy tone indicated she’d vanished completely behind it.

Hunter felt the same thing happening to him.

This place felt lethal.

They checked out the interior of the trucks’ cabins, but those yielded no further clues. Hunter led them on, approaching the row of double doors that granted access to the terminal. Nothing moved beyond the glass, though he thought he could see a corpse in the broad lobby. He opened the door and moved in silently.

The lobby was a mess.

Rounded desks occupied the corners of the big room to either side of him, check-in areas. Rows of chairs were attached to the floor ahead of them, some of them ripped out or broken. Beyond that, to the left was a concession stand, to the right was what might have been a gift shop. He made a mental note to tag that. They might have books. Or toys. He needed to start collecting toys for his kits, and for the others they shared the Warren with.

Tucked up next to the gift shop was baggage claim, a simple loop of a conveyor belt that disappeared into the wall. Beyond that, a row of metal detectors and more chairs. Then the far wall which led into the control tower.

The still form lying at the foot of the first row of seats was indeed a corpse. A fox in fatigues. His neck was broken and he’d been shot full of holes. Hunter pointed silently to the others, sending Yelena right and Brooke left, while having Riley stay right there where she could see the whole lobby. He hurried over to the corpse and studied it up close.

After a moment, he reluctantly decided that it was too tough to tell what had killed him. Could be any of the groups.

But the lack of other corpses was suggestive.

Hunter avoided the metal detector as he pressed on, hungry for information and cautious of making any more noise than necessary. He hunted along the opposite side of the room and found blood, spent shell casings, and debris. Five minutes later, they gathered by the exit to the tower.

“Nothing definitive,” Brooke said.

“Same,” Yelena agreed.

“Still can’t tell what we’re dealing with here, but I’m leaning towards Trinkets,” Hunter replied. “Stay sharp.”

They pressed on, approaching the door. As they did, Hunter hesitated.

“I hear something,” he muttered.

“So do I,” Yelena agreed softly.

He listened, unsure of what it was he was hearing, only that it seemed rhythmic, repeating itself at regular intervals. Short ones. Cautiously, he opened the door and peered into the room beyond, finding a simple security checkpoint. The noise was more defined now.

A banging sound. Metal against metal.

Performing a quick sweep of the room and finding only another dead fox soldier shot full of holes, Hunter pressed on further still. The next door led into a kind of nexus area with half a dozen different ways to go. Several of the doors were open and each revealed something different.

A small maintenance bay. A lounge. A bathroom. A curving stairwell.

The sound was coming from the stairwell, from above.

It sounded intentional, not like a malfunctioning piece of equipment. Although it was being performed with an odd precision.

Hunter hurried up the steps as quietly as he could, switching to his shotgun now. The noise grew louder, reverberating as he drew closer, sending ice ghosting down his spinal column. As he reached the apex of the stairs, he came out into a circular corridor.

The banging was coming from his left.

He followed the sound and, in the pauses, became aware of whirring and clicking.

Fuck.

Sure enough, the curved corridor revealed the stilted, decayed form of a Trinket. A wolf, a soldier once, the tattered, bloodied remnants of his fatigues still clinging to the corpse’s lean form. It was currently trying to beat down a heavy metal door, and looked like it was mostly there.

Hunter took two light steps forward, put the shotgun barrel to the side of its head, and squeezed the trigger. The shell had the desire effect, blowing half the thing’s head off and sending it sprawling to the floor where it twitched a few times, leaking blood and oil all over, before seizing up.

A great silence settled over him then. He could hear his breathing, hear the others behind him, hear the winds outside.

Then, slight movement behind the heavily dented door.

“H-hello? Barker?” a tentative, feminine voice asked cautiously.

“My name is Hunter. I was sent by Binx to help out,” Hunter replied.

“Oh! Oh, thank fuck!” A nervous, exhausted laugh. “Um...I don’t think I can get this door open.”

Hunter studied it for a moment. The Trinket had gotten it most of the way beaten in. If it had kept going for another few hits, it might’ve done the job. As it was, the hinges were pretty damaged. One good kick should do it, he thought. Maybe two.

“Okay, I’m going to kick it open, back up to a safe distance.”

“I don’t think you can, but okay.”

Hunter chuckled and tapped into his enhanced state for just a few seconds. He planted his foot firmly against the door in just the right place. The hinge broke and it mostly came loose. He kicked once more and it fell inward, landing with a heavy clang that made the survivor inside give a little shout of surprise.

He dropped out of his enhanced state and stepped inside. He found a control room packed with terminals, and a survivor. A very cute fox girl with two perked up, orange-furred ears, sparkling blue eyes, smooth pale skin, and messy, chin-length blood red hair.

“Oh wow,” she whispered, staring at him, seemingly caught between fear and awe. “What...the fuck are you?”

Hunter laughed. “I’m genetically enhanced, that’s why I look weird.”

“And that’s why you can kick in a metal door?” she murmured. Fuck, she had a faint accent that struck him as Irish.

He remembered having a weak will when it came to pale redheaded girls with an accent. Especially that one.

“Yes. Are you hurt?” he replied, making himself focus.

“Um, no,” she replied, looking down at herself. She looked very nice in her uniform, torn, burned, and bloodied as it was. “I’m all right, just some cuts and scrapes. Um...so who are you, exactly? Oh, there’s more of you,” she murmured, her voice laced with anxiety.

“I’m a friend. My name is Hunter. We happened by your outpost and agreed to come investigate what happened to your squad. That’s Riley, that’s Brooke, and that’s Yelena. We’re going to get you back home safely.”

“Oh. A deer, a wolf, and a rabbit...and now a fox!” she said, laughing nervously. Then she sighed and shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’m rather...shocked by all this. What the fuck is that thing?” she demanded abruptly.

“They’re called Trinkets. I need to know: are there more around?”

“Yes.” She paused. “Well, there were more. I don’t know if there still are. Or if anyone else from the squad is still alive. I know for a fact that Potter and Miller are dead. I’m pretty sure they got Thompson. I thought maybe Barker or Peters was still alive, but…” She shrugged helplessly. “I had to run. I locked myself in here yesterday afternoon. I’ve been waiting for them to leave ever since, but...I’ve also been too scared to open the door…”

“That’s a very reasonable reaction,” Hunter replied. “What’s your name?”

“Oh! Sorry! I’m Corporal Janessa Biltmore.”

“All right, Janessa. We need to clear the rest of the area, to make sure there are no more. Would you like to wait here, or come with us?”

“Come with you,” she replied immediately.

He nodded. He’d figured that’d be her answer. “Then let’s get to work.”

…

They got lucky.

The rest of the squad did not.

Hunter found it curious that they managed to find all of the bodies, including a couple of others who had clearly been wolf refugees who had frozen to death while sleeping in the hangar. Probably during the blizzard.

They also managed to find another pair of Trinket bodies. One was pretty mangled, and judging by the bits of gore splattered across the first hangar’s maintenance bay, it seemed obvious that one of the soldiers had blown himself up with a grenade to take out the encroaching Trinket once it had cornered him.

Once they confirmed they were the only ones still operating in the airport, Hunter finally let himself relax a little. He tried to get an assessment of Janessa. She still seemed a bit shellshocked, but she clearly had held onto her training, if not her professionalism. She’d helped them clear the place without any real issues, and she didn’t look like she was cracking up.

“How are you feeling, Janessa?” Hunter asked as they ended up gathering back in the lounge they’d passed earlier. He imagined it was for staff and pilots passing through. It wasn’t half bad. The seats were comfortable, at least.

“Um, exhausted,” she replied. “Starving. Relieved. Ready to get the fuck out of here...thank you. All of you. For, uh, saving my life.”

“You’re welcome,” Hunter said.

“So, now that we’ve got a little time...what are those things?”

“We don’t know, is the problem. But we’ve been fighting them for a month now. Practically speaking, they’re dead bodies shoved full of tech and sent off to fight and gather resources to make more of them. We have no idea where they come from, who made them, or who might be controlling them. We only know that they are very dangerous.”

“That they are,” she muttered unhappily.

“Riley,” Hunter said, shifting his attention, “I want you to see what parts might be here and if you can get them. I know at least one of those parts was supposed to be in the main generator for this place. Yelena, go with her.”

“On it,” Riley replied and Yelena gave him a tight nod.

They disappeared out the door and across the antechamber, heading through another door they’d discovered led into a basement area that housed utilities. Clearing that hadn’t been particularly fun, but at least nothing had been waiting down there for them.

“Parts?” Janessa asked.

“We’re looking for some parts to fix...something important and complicated.”

“Oh...so, where did you all come from? Because this has got to be the unlikeliest group I’ve ever seen in my life.”

Hunter chuckled. “Binx said something similar. We’re from the forest east of here. We are...protectors of a big group of refugee rabbits, and some others we’ve found along the way. And that’s all I really want to say about it.”

“Why?”

“Because leaking the location of our home could lead to a massive security breach.”

“Oh. Right. Duh. I’m sorry, I’m not...all here right now. And I’m a bit spacey at the best of times.”

“It’s fine, I get it,” Hunter replied. He glanced over, noticed Brooke was eyeing him with a subtle smirk. Great, now what? He returned his attention to Janessa. “It looks like you managed to find the food.”

“Um...yes. Yes, we did. There was a good store of it in the second hangar, and more packed away down in the basement. A lot of instant stuff. I’m not sure what it’s doing here, but I think maybe they sold some of their space to serve as storage for some company at one point. Good for us, at least.”

“Very good,” Hunter agreed. “So, here’s the rough plan: we need to scour this place looking for the stuff we need. Once we’ve satisfied that condition, we’ll help load up the two trucks outside with all the food we can find and whatever tactical gear survived your conflict. Then we’ll all drive back to the base and you can go back to your life.”

“Back to my life,” she murmured, seeming like she was drifting again. Hunter waited as thoughts seemed to play across her face. Abruptly, she regained her smile and refocused on him. “Thank you. I really, really appreciate it. And I will help however I can.”

“Excellent. Why don’t you take a break here, catch your breath, get something to eat, tend to your wounds, and we’ll start loading up the food?” he suggested.

She looked briefly anxious, then nodded. “All right, that sounds good. I’ll be out before too long. Not really eager to be alone here.”

“I know exactly how you feel,” Brooke said.

Hunter and her got to their feet and headed out, still eager to get out of this place.


CHAPTER 10

They radioed back the situation to the fox’s base and Binx asked them to bring one of the Trinket corpses.

Hunter figured that was a reasonable enough request and, thankfully, there were some body bags among the gear the military vehicles already had stowed. So he zipped up the smallest one and tossed it in one of the truckbeds, then got to work.

In the end, they lingered for about an hour and a half. After loading up the food and guns, they’d scoured the place and grabbed what they could. He saw Brooke snag a pair of coffeemakers, three packs of filters, and two boxes of packages.

Once Riley had finished salvaging the important pieces of tech the airport had to offer, (including a piece from a small plane stored in one of the hangars), Hunter had added the place to the list of locations he needed to come back to with an actual team and real cargo vehicles to salvage from. There was a lot here they could use.

Janessa ended up driving one of the trucks back, and Yelena drove the other. There was little conversation as they drove along the wintry wastelands. Though near the end of the drive, Brooke, who kept smiling at him like she knew a secret of his, couldn’t contain herself any longer.

“So, Hunter.”

“Yes, Brooke?”

“You gonna make a pass at her?”

Before he could answer, Riley leaned in from the backseat. “Your eyes were glued to her ass.”

“I mean, it’s a really nice ass,” he replied.

And it was. But it was more than that. She had a tail. A fox tail. It was bushy and vividly orange-red. He found himself wanting to brush it in the same way he found himself wanting to brush one of his mates’ hair.

“Are you?” Brooke pressed.

He sighed. “I mean...maybe? If the opportunity arises. She’s been through a lot, though. Probably on a return trip, yeah.”

“She’s...annoyingly beautiful,” Riley murmured.

“You all are,” Hunter replied.

She snorted. “Yeah, but we’re not beautiful like that. God, her eyes,” Brooke said.

“You’re all uniquely, wonderfully beautiful. Would you take issue with it at all?”

“No,” they both said at the same time.

“You know...I still don’t fully get you all.”

“What do you mean?” Brooke asked.

“I mean, sometimes you get annoyed about the women I sleep with, or want to sleep with, but then most of the time you want me to do it. It’s kind of mixed messages, is all.”

“It’s not that complicated,” Brooke replied. “We get irritated at the advantages other women have over us, but we also feel confident and safe enough in our relationship with you that we know it isn’t going to cause any problems if you rut or mate with another woman. And we want you to because it makes you happy.”

“And because it...mmm, how to put this? The more the merrier. It makes you more desirable to us,” Riley added.

“I guess that makes sense, but...really, Brooke?”

“What!?” she demanded.

“You’re that confident, huh?”

She growled at him. “I...am dealing with things!”

“I know. Sorry, just...teasing a little.” She sighed. “You’re dealing with them quite well, actually.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

“I mean, consider who you were a month ago. Would you even be able to be around Riley then? No offense, Riley.”

“None taken, I get it,” she replied.

“I...suppose you have a point,” Brooke admitted reluctantly.

“You’ve made amazing progress, Brooke. And I am very proud of you for that. It had to be fucking rough, but you did it. And you’re still doing it.”

“She’s blushing,” Riley murmured.

“Shut up,” Brooke replied, looking out the window, then chuckled. “Thanks. It’s...yeah, it has been rough. It still is sometimes. But I can’t deny that it’s a lot easier now than before we met. I wouldn’t even have considered working with a wolf. But...I’m glad I changed that. You’re pretty cool, Riley.”

“Thanks. You’re pretty cool too, Brooke.”

“Thanks,” she murmured. “Thank fuck,” she muttered as they came within sight of the base. “I’m so shit at talking about myself.”

Hunter laughed and gave her thigh a squeeze. They pulled up a few moments later and found the front gate open, some thirty or so soldiers out there. He found himself tensing, wondering if this was the moment they revealed themselves to be evil, but it didn’t look like that’s what was happening. They seemed tense, but not in a threatening kind of way.

He killed the engine and got out.

“Where is it?” Binx asked. All his grim humor was gone.

“Here,” Hunter replied, walking over to the nearest truckbed and hauling it out. “Where do you want it?”

“Just sling it down here,” Binx replied, pointing to the ground. “No way I’m letting whatever the fuck this is in my base without looking at it first.”

“Good idea. Although I’m ninety five percent sure it’s dead,” Hunter replied, dropping it on the ground and then crouching and unzipping it.

Several of the men cried out in honest shock as the body was revealed. Binx stared at it silently, and even with his sunglasses on, Hunter could tell he was horrified. Slowly, he reached up and took them off, carefully folded them, then slipped them into his pocket and crouched.

“Fuck me,” he muttered softly as he pulled the bag open a little more. “That’s...not a prop. Fuck.”

“God, it fucking reeks,” one of the soldiers complained.

Another one turned and vomited suddenly, which caused three others to do the same.

“Yeah, it’s pretty bad,” Hunter replied.

“And you’ve been killing these things for, what, you said a month now?”

“Yep.”

“No wonder we lost contact,” he muttered, then he looked up at Janessa. “How you holding up?”

“Um, you know, better now,” she replied, then laughed anxiously, staring at the dead Trinket.

Binx stared at it for a few moments longer, then sighed and zipped it back up. He got back to his feet, wiping his hands absently on his uniform.

“You’re sure it’s dead?” he asked.

“Yeah. As you can see I put two extra bullets into its head, just to be sure. That being said, I’d keep it locked up. I’d also check it for activity of any kind. No idea if these things can transmit or not, alive or dead.”

“Right...Finnegan! Take this thing to the infirmary and have Doc and Wes do a complete workup on it.” He paused. “And get Roark in there, too. See if he can make heads or tails of any of this shit that’s...attached to it...embedded, implanted, whatever.”

“Yes, Captain,” a larger, stony-faced man replied as he marched up. He grabbed the body bag, about faced, and headed back into the base.

“Oh, and stay in there with it! Make sure it doesn’t come back to life!” Binx called.

“Yes, Captain,” Roark repeated.

“Well, uh...thanks,” Binx said, turning back to the group. “With that unpleasantness out of the way, how about we negotiate?”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Hunter replied, grateful to be almost finished with this.

…

They ended up negotiating for about three hours.

Most of that, admittedly, was Binx asking all manner of questions about the Trinkets. Then about the wolves and the tigers. Which Hunter shared gladly. He also learned their situation, and it wasn’t looking particularly good.

They were cut off. All contact had ceased about six weeks ago and all attempts to raise command or anything even remotely resembling their military had been met with stonewalled silence. They had started one hundred and twelve strong, and had so far lost twenty seven. Mostly to the wolves, some to the tigers.

Now some to the Trinkets.

Binx was not-so-surprisingly open to trade once Hunter gave him a vague notion of their resources and his own capabilities at gathering said resources. He was surprisingly open about their situation. While they had bullets and grenades enough to last through a war, and water was more or less taken care of thanks to a direct tap to a massive underground reservoir, food, medicine, and power were more of an issue. They could presently last about eight months, if they were careful.

In the end, they’d traded two of the solar panels, some weapon repair kits, a few rarer replacement parts they’d come across at the solar field, and some antibiotics in exchange for three of the parts they were looking for, a couple of different, rarer replacement parts that they didn’t have, and one of the military trucks.

“So, it’s official?” Binx asked. “We can count on you for future resources? Food? Medicine? Parts, if need be?”

“Yes. And in return you help us with military action. Also, maybe we could mount a joint expedition in a few days,” Hunter replied.

“Where to?”

“The coast. There’s a dam and a dockyard we need to hit up. It would be mutually beneficial.”

Binx considered it for a moment. “Let me think it over, talk about it with my people, but...probably yes. I could spare a truck and a five-man squad, I think.”

“Excellent. We’re heading home for now, got enough of a load, I think. We’ll probably be back this way in two, three, maybe four days. I’ll let you know over the radio.”

“Once I’ve got confirmation that this is a good idea, I’ll let you know.”

Hunter nodded, shook the man’s hand, and began walking back to the truck. The others were already in it, waiting. In truth, they could afford to spend another day out here, going back to the airfield and salvaging more. The military truck definitely had more cargo space and trading two of those solar panels had freed some up.

However, he was a bit desperate to get these parts back to the Warren. Based on the updated list, they now had the resources to fix the systems controlling temperature and climate within the Warren, and the water filtration. That was a pretty massive win, all things considered. They still needed power, but it wasn’t like the clock was ticking all that intensely.

Janessa was waiting for him by the truck. She had on a rucksack and carried a submachine gun. He’d noticed her and Binx talking earlier at length about something while Hunter was helping some of the soldiers unload the solar panels.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Um...can I come with you?” she replied.

He raised his eyebrows. Well, he hadn’t quite expected that.

“Any particular reason?”

“I just…” She hesitated, then sighed. “I don’t really...fit in, here. I never really have. Here or back home. I’m sorry if this sounds just insane, but...you and your friends feel...right.”

“So, you think you’d fit in with us?”

“Yes. Or, at least, fit better.” She chewed on one lip anxiously. And prettily.

Hunter knew he was screwed. He was going to say yes to her. He’d been briefed on the foxes already and they didn’t seem to have any ill will towards rabbits, or have a history of fucking friends over. And so far, he hadn’t sensed any kind of deception or subterfuge from them. For all intents and purposes, this seemed to be as it appeared.

“Give me a minute,” he replied.

She nodded and he slipped into the truck.

“She asking to go for a ride?” Yelena asked, grinning at him.

He sighed. “Fuck’s sake, now you’re in on it, too. She wants to move in with us.”

“She moves fast,” Brooke murmured, making the other women laugh.

“She doesn’t fit in here and she thinks we’re...right. For her. I’m inclined to add a trained soldier to our population if she’s offering.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet you are,” Riley replied.

“Okay, seriously, I gotta know: good idea, or bad idea?”

“You’re sure she won’t compromise our security?” Yelena asked.

He raised an eyebrow. “Our security?”

She sighed. “Answer the question.”

“Well, I’m more sure about her than I was about you, and we let you in.”

“Then let her in.”

“Yeah,” Riley replied.

“I know you can’t say no to redheads,” Brooke murmured, flicking some of her hair.

Hunter thought about it. He was about a hundred percent certain that the others in charge of the Warren would be fine with it and give him more or less the same response. Well, why not? He really did want another soldier there with them, it would be very helpful.

He got back out and opened up Riley’s door. “Shove over.”

“Oh, yes sir,” she replied, scooting to the middle.

“You can live with us. But you have to follow the rules, and you have to carry your weight.”

“I can do that!” she replied, her excitement just about ready to burst out of her.

He laughed and stepped back, letting her in. Once she was secure, he shut the door and got back behind the wheel.

Another woman in his life. He wasn’t even sure if she was going to be interested in him, but something told him she was.

This was definitely his biggest weakness.

With a soft sigh, Hunter fired up the truck and started driving home.


EPISODE 10


CHAPTER 1

“Janessa...stay out here with me for a bit.”

Janessa hesitated as they approached the airlock. Looked back at him with a look he couldn’t quite read. It seemed to contain multiple emotions.

They seemed mostly good, at least.

Brooke was the last one going into the airlock. She tossed him a curious glance, though it didn’t last. Hunter gave her a reassuring look and she just headed on in, closing the airlock behind her and cycling them through.

The drive home had been fine. Pleasant, even. They hadn’t run into any wolves or tigers or Trinkets. Nothing but rolling plains still half-shrouded by snow. They’d caught Janessa up to speed on the general situation and had gotten to know her a bit.

She struck him as an exceptionally attractive woman who knew she was attractive, but didn’t seem to know what to do with it, nor did this knowledge seem to have much impact on her natural awkwardness.

For the most part, he’d been trying to suss out why she had done this.

He didn’t think it was for nefarious reasons. If Hunter had even an inkling that she wasn’t throwing straight dice about why she had decided to join up with them after less than half a day together, he would have said no.

The security of the Warren was too important.

And the thing was, he mostly believed her about what she’d said. Actually, he completely believed her. That she never really fit in anywhere and was looking for something resembling that. It was just that there was more. He knew there was more, because there had to be more, but also because of the way she was acting.

In truth, he was concerned that her general social awkwardness was throwing him off his game, because he felt like he should’ve been able to figure out what was bugging him by now.

“Yes?” she asked as he looked at her.

“Walk with me,” Hunter replied, and began heading east.

It was always a good idea to do a perimeter check. Plus, this was a two birds, one stone kind of situation.

“All right, then.”

They walked along the forest floor. It was muddy here, like it was most everywhere else, with all the snow melting. The sun was out again and it was somewhere in the fifties. Hunter suddenly wondered, not for the first time, if he had an internal thermometer.

“So, there were two things I wanted to talk with you about. The first one is something we already have, I just wanted to go over it again. Really impress it upon you. Tell me if I’m coming on too strong.”

“All right,” she replied quietly.

Hunter glanced over at her. She was smiling at him. And blushing. Hmm.

“You’re locked in. Unless you want to leave, you’re a citizen of the Warren now, and under my command. Not Binx’s, not any longer. Your loyalties lie with the Warren. And security of the Warren, including knowledge of its existence, is paramount. I just want to be really clear.”

“I understand,” she replied, adopting the almost-but-not-quite formal tone she seemed to take on when the conversation turned serious. He thought that some people might interpret the tone as mocking, but he had already come to understand that she was being genuine. “I take it seriously. And I meant it when I agreed to this. I comprehend the full weight of the responsibility becoming part of the Warren puts on me, and I respect that responsibility. I know I’m...strange, but I do know what I’m doing, what I’m agreeing to. And I’m not upset with this conversation. I understand why we’re having it.”

“Excellent. I appreciate that, Janessa. Now, as for the second thing…”

“...yeah?”

They came to a halt in a small clearing. A creek cut through it, bubbling quietly. In the distance, he caught sight of a deer leaning down to drink from the very same creek.

He turned to face her fully. “Why did you join us? I mean, really why? I believe you, about what you’ve said so far, but I can’t shake the feeling that there’s another reason.”

Her awkward smile told him that he’d hit a nerve. Though he was curious if it was a good nerve or a bad one.

“There...is,” she admitted finally.

“I’m listening,” he replied when she didn’t say anything for several moments.

She cleared her throat. She was blushing worse now. “I…”

Again, she fell silent.

Hunter suppressed a gentle laugh. She was pretty painfully cute like this. Damn, was he a sucker for redheads.

“Come on, Janessa, I’m not going to bite you,” he said.

From the way her eyes widened and she shifted uncertainly, Hunter suddenly wondered if that particular phrase had different connotations over here. Or among foxes.

“I guess if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that the sooner I get stuff like this out in the open, the better.” She stood there chewing on her lip for a moment, then sighed. “I...kind of fell for you the moment I saw you. Uh, I mean...to be specific, I am lusting badly after you. And! To be clear! That isn’t the only reason I did this! Even just from the time I’ve spent among you all, I’m just feeling...better. Calmer. Happier. Everything isn’t...it’s not weird with you and your friends, you know? I mean, not really, not anywhere close to how it is with the others. Unless I’m sorely misinterpreting the situation.”

Hunter did laugh now. So that’s what it was. By now, it should’ve been obvious. He supposed he’d been keeping it out of his mind as much as he could because he didn’t exactly want to get his hopes up. Plus, well, there was still the problem of having enough women in his life.

This was the last one, though. For sure. Definitely.

“No, you aren’t misinterpreting,” he said. “We like you. I know Brooke likes you.”

“Really? I...wasn’t sure.”

“Trust me. She likes you. She’s just...grumpy. And I am lusting after you pretty badly myself.”

She stared at him with something like wonder for a few seconds, then she started laughing. It was pretty clearly relieved laughter. Intensely relieved laughter. It went on for a bit before she stopped, then she took a deep breath and let it out in a heavy, long puff.

“Oh, thank fucking shit!” she cried, then her eyes widened and she put her hands over her mouth.

Fuck. This girl was way too cute.

“That was loud,” she said. “Sorry. I swear I’m not a bad soldier.”

He chuckled, tilted his head, and began walking back. She fell in step beside him.

“I know, Janessa. I can tell. But yes, you can assume that as horny as you are for me, I’m at least that horny for you. I...have a very strong weakness for redheaded pale girls with accents and bright blue eyes. And I also have a thing for fighters. And foxy girls,” he murmured, reaching up and touching her ear.

She giggled uncontrollably for a moment, going bright red, her bushy tail twitching back and forth. “Well, um, good for me then,” she said after clearing her throat again. “But what about, um...all the others?”

“Well, that’s something we’ll have to discuss. I think the first thing we need to discuss is: what do you want? In terms of a relationship?”

“Oh, everything. All of it,” she replied immediately. “I want to rut with you, mate with you...if that’s possible? I mean, clearly Brooke is pregnant, and I’m assuming they’re yours…”

“Yes. She is, they’re mine, and it’s very possible. Most of my mates are pregnant by now. And all the research we’ve done on the subject indicates that the offspring will be quite healthy.”

“Good! Because I want kits. I really want kits. I have for a while now.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty four. How old are you?”

“I-” He hesitated. Had this come up before? It must have, but he couldn’t remember having discussed it. There was something else he couldn’t remember. “I don’t know.”

“Oh.” She lost her smile. “That’s...terrible. I’m sorry.”

Hunter shrugged. “There are worse things. I’m probably in my early-to-mid thirties, if it helps.”

“That’s what I would have guessed, but you’re also a supersoldier, and I’m guessing that makes you age much slower.”

“That probably is the case. Anyway, so, you want it all? Furious rutting, furious mating, living together, birthing my kits, having over half a dozen other women who are doing the same thing?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. I’m sure. I just…” She sighed as they came back to the airlock. Abruptly, she turned to face him, suddenly urgent. “I really mean it, that I’ve never fit in anywhere. It’s always there, that feeling, that sense of not belonging. It’s like...a mild headache, or a background hum. That never goes away. It gets better, but it never goes away, and I’m never not aware of it. But since I’ve joined you, it already is as low as I can ever remember it being. I think it’s going to go away, but even if it doesn’t, I can do this for the rest of my life. Because this feels...right. It just feels right. And not just because I’m...amorous.”

He chuckled, then so did she.

“I believe you, Janessa. And I sympathize with you. So, how about we go have a discussion with everyone else about you being moved into the Warren, and then you being moved into the relationship.”

“And then we can have sex?” she asked hopefully.

He laughed. “No, I have other responsibilities I need to tend to. But soon. Today.” She groaned. “Believe me,” he said as they headed into the airlock, “I want to have sex with you as much as you want to have sex with me.”

“No you don’t,” she replied in a surprisingly firm tone of voice. Hunter began the cycle and then looked at her inquisitively. “I haven’t gotten laid in the last two years, Hunter. Whereas you’ve got...how many wives?”

“Seven...ish,” he replied.

“What the fuck does that mean!?”

“It means there are two others who are...considering.”

“Wow. So, wait, if this all works out, you are going to be living with ten wives?!”

“Apparently, yes.”

She laughed. “Right, so, I definitely want to fuck you more than you want to fuck me.”

Hunter had to give it to her, she had a point.

…

The initial part of the meeting was probably the most annoying situation he’d ever been in involving his mates.

And that was saying something.

Hunter had lost his memories, but he was reasonably sure he hadn’t been teased this much in his entire life.

All of them, even Lacy and Petra, seemed infinitely amused by the situation with Janessa. And his one out, his one defense, had failed him utterly. He would have put a stop to it if it had made Janessa uncomfortable.

Except it hadn’t.

If anything, she looked immensely pleased by the whole situation.

“So,” he said firmly, “now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, let’s talk about business.”

“I don’t know, I think we could talk about this whole thing with Janessa a little bit longer…” Kiara murmured, getting several giggles from the others.

Hunter sighed. “Okay, babe, I love you, but I want to wrap up my responsibilities before bedtime.”

“Gee, I wonder what’s gonna happen at bedtime,” Brooke muttered. More giggles.

“Lacy,” he said, even more firmly, focusing his gaze on her, “what’s the situation with the Warren?”

That seemed to work, at least. “Nothing big and bad happened while you were gone, just minor issues.”

“What kind of minor issues?”

“We had a power surge in the third level down. Nothing serious, but half the apartments are without power. Should be fixed within two hours. The hydroponics are giving us a little trouble, trying to figure out the water pressure. And two of the ovens in one of the main kitchens went out. And a hundred little things that need to be dealt with among the population, all stuff that’s being worked on. Now, about the parts you brought back…”

She consulted her tablet for a moment. “Riley went straight to work with her team downstairs. It’s probably going to take them today and tomorrow to get through the job properly. Based on the information, it’s looking like we’re good except for the main reactor. It’s the last thing left on the list. We need one part, and...unfortunately, it’s very rare and very hard to make. I’ve been trying to think of places that might have it, but the few I’ve come up with, we’ve mostly crossed off the list.”

“What places are left?”

“The wind farm might have it, but it’s a long shot. The dockyard also might have it. I had hoped the dam would, but my research has led me to indicate that this won’t be true. The reactors dams utilize are fundamentally different from what we use to power the Warren. It’s theoretically possible that there might be one at the dockyard, in the cargo, somewhere. But that’s another long shot.”

“Great. Well, I’ll see if Binx will be any help. If we can’t find it, we’ll have to start looking elsewhere.”

“Hopefully he can help. Now, what we really should discuss are the results of all my drone hunting.”

“Yes,” Hunter said, leaning forward, “what’d you find?”

“Lots of wolves and some refugees. I’ve been trying to reach out to them. So far, I’ve only gotten into contact with a single group. I’ve been...vague, but hopeful, letting them know help is coming, and soon. But I wanted to wait until you got back to coordinate.”

“Good instincts. I’ll need to look over all that data to put together some kind of a plan. How many refugees are we talking, altogether?”

“Around a hundred.”

“Great,” Brooke muttered. Then she sighed. “That was a shitty thing to say.”

“No, we’re all feeling it,” Hunter replied. “It’s...a hundred more people is a lot of responsibility. How are we doing on that big list I wanted? Of potential stashes or abandoned vehicles, basically anything anyone saw?”

“It’s long, and we’re running it down,” Lacy replied. “It hasn’t been too fruitful so far. But we’ve still got a couple of dozen places to check. And that’s not counting everything from down in the south or to the west. Or the wolf dens you’ll wipe out. We’ve found eight of them, total. Although two of them looked abandoned.”

“Hopefully desertion,” Hunter muttered.

“Or the Trinkets got them,” Brooke replied.

“Yeah, but hopefully desertion. The fewer of these fuckers in our forest we need to kill, the better.” He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Okay, anyone got anything else?” No one did. He nodded and stood up. “Good then. I need to...deal with some personal things.”

“Wonder what those could be,” Kiara murmured.

He sighed and headed out of the room.


CHAPTER 2

Trusting that Janessa was in good hands with Chloe and Kiara and Brooke, Hunter went off in search of the other women in his life.

First, he swung by the apartment, to both change and grab a shower. The place was empty, but as he stripped and got into the shower, he heard the front door open and close. A moment later, he found a slim blonde bunny girl slipping into the shower with him.

“You’re back,” Nicole said.

“I am back,” Hunter replied, for a moment simply enjoying the sight of her smooth, nude body. “I had a question.”

“I’m listening,” she said, smiling the smile of a woman who is very pleased with how distracting her body was to her mate.

“So, we brought back someone from our expedition to the plains. She’s a fox, and a soldier. She wanted to join us. We’ve agreed. She also wants to join the relationship. How would you feel about that?”

“I think we’ll need a bigger apartment, but otherwise, I’m fine with it. I trust you, I trust the others.”

“Okay, good. I think we’ll have a proper meeting tonight between her and everyone else.”

“Where is she right now?”

“I’m not sure. With Chloe and Kiara. Probably heading for an infirmary, as I imagine Chloe will want to get her checked out.”

“So by proper meeting, do you mean everyone watches while you rut with her?”

He chuckled. “I was thinking of something a little closer to dinner together.”

She smiled. “Dinner comes after.”

“I guess that’s a good point…” He began reaching out. “So, you in here for a reason…?”

“Ah!” she replied, grabbing his hand and gently pushing it back. He raised an inquisitive eyebrow. She was smirking. “I’m here to tease.”

“Tease?”

“Yes. You’re going to be rutting with her for the first time tonight...right? Unless you’ve already fucked her.”

“I haven’t. So, what, you want to tease me so I’ll be extra horny for her first time?”

“Yes.”

“But you didn’t know she even existed when you made the choice to get into the shower.”

“I’m allowed to pivot. Now,” she put a bar of soap in his hand and turned around, “get my back.”

Hunter sighed and started lathering up the soap.

Even the shy, twenty year old college girl was giving him shit.

…

“Hey, where’d you end up?” Hunter asked into the radio as he stepped out of his apartment.

He felt refreshed, if sexually frustrated. Nicole had made him reach around to the front and soap her breasts while grinding her bare, tight ass against his erection.

“I’m in my quarters,” Yelena replied. “Do you need me for something?”

“So,” Hunter said as he began heading for the stairwell. He figured he could do this with Yelena over the radio, since she had kind of been in an ‘I want be alone’ sort of mood on the walk back to the Warren. “I know we don’t really have a formal relationship, but you’re involved enough that I want your opinion. Janessa wants to be a full wife, kits and all. Are you comfortable with this?”

A long pause. “It sounds like you are asking me this based on the supposition that I will eventually become a wife, too.”

“Isn’t that logical?”

“How so?”

“Kind of a ‘I’d rather have it and not need it’ type of thing. If you leave, then it doesn’t matter. But if you stay, I’d rather have involved you earlier instead of later. Because I respect you, and your opinion.”

Another long pause. “That is logical. I have no problem with Janessa becoming that level of involved with you. Although I do wonder about the logic of taking on yet another woman. Weren’t you just complaining about having seventeen kits?”

He laughed awkwardly, his voice echoing in the stairwell as he began descending. “Yeah...I have a hard time saying no to women.”

“Good for me, then. And since you can’t say no to women: I’ll be needing that secure location.”

“All right, all right. Let me finish getting permission from everyone and then we can figure something out.”

“Good. I already know what I need and what needs to be done and how to do it. I imagined you’d want to be involved, though.”

“Yes, I would. I’ll get back to you.”

“Have fun.”

He sighed and kept going down deeper until he reached the bottom. There was a lot of activity going on, from the sound of it. He traced the sounds of the ongoing repairs through a few corridors until he found Riley crouched in front of a big, complex piece of machinery. A few people were with her, all of them working on different parts of the machine, sticking their hands into its guts through open access panels.

“Hey, how’s it going?” Hunter asked.

“Annoyingly,” Riley replied. “But that’s often the nature of this job. How about you? You fuck Janessa yet?”

He sighed. “No. But we need to talk about her. She wants in. All the way in.”

Riley stopped then and turned to look at him. “As in, move in with us?”

“Yes, and have my kits. I wanted to know how you’d feel about that.”

“I’m cool with it, but I am absolutely going to start plans tomorrow on expanding our apartment. I’ve been looking into it and honestly, they were pretty clever about how they designed it. We can take down walls and adjust room size pretty easily.”

“That’s going to be such a pain in the ass,” he groaned.

“I know, and I was thinking of a way around that. How about you give me two empty apartments down on level three, and let me remake them in the image we want, and then we move in?” She paused. “Actually, three apartments.”

“Three seems like a bit much,” Hunter replied. “I’d worry about preferential treatment…”

“Hunter, for fuck’s sake, there’s going to be eleven of us living together, and how many fucking kits are on the way?”

“That’s actually a good point...eleven?”

“Oh, come on. You know Lilia and Yelena are going to move in at some point. I mean, maybe not Yelena, she does really seem like the true loner type, but still, you get my point. Those apartments are meant to hold like two parents and three kids at most.”

“All right, yeah. Once you’re done with this, see what you can get figured out. Though don’t actually start anything yet. If we’re going to be designing our own house, I want everyone’s input on it.”

“Obviously.” She turned back to her work. “Also, I want to watch tonight.”

“Everyone wants to watch,” Hunter replied as he headed off.

…

Rain and Diane had predictable reactions and answers.

Both were not just fine with the idea, but rather eager. Rain especially after having caught a look at the woman in question. She was convinced Janessa was very okay with playing with other girls. Something Hunter had forgotten to ask, somehow.

Lilia had also been fine with it. Though there’d been something in her gaze when she’d responded that he couldn’t quite read.

Once he’d gotten permission from everyone, he grabbed what Yelena wanted and then helped her install her own little secure armory in her closet. From there, he’d spent a few hours running down a handful of other things that needed doing.

In fact, he got so caught up in his tasks that he didn’t realize how long he’d been at it until Yelena chimed in over the radio.

“Say again,” he replied as he finished reassembling his assault rifle.

“I said, you’re late, Hunter.”

“For what?”

“Janessa. We’re all here.” He could hear a lot of conversation in the background.

He checked the time. It was past eleven at night now. Shit, he really could get lost in all this stuff.

“All right, I’ll be there in five minutes,” he said.

“Don’t keep us waiting too long.”

He chuckled and headed out of the armory, locking it up behind him and hurrying towards the stairwell. He had to admit, he was really looking forward to this. Besides the fact that it was going to be their first time, and that she was very attractive, all the women in his life seemed to be operating on the exact same wavelength.

They’d all been teasing him sexually, every chance they got.

Rain had been the worst. She’d been very flirtatious and actually got to the point where she pulled him off to a closet for a blowjob. And then, right before she actually put his dick in her mouth, she suddenly remembered something she needed to do and had hurried off.

That one had really pushed his buttons.

He supposed he should be happy about it. Besides the fact that it meant they were all not just fine with but thrilled about the idea of Janessa joining their happy harem, it also meant they were working together to make her first sexual encounter better.

Although he suspected it was something closer to the notion that it was a happy marriage of two of their shared desires: making a hotter show for themselves to see and fucking with Hunter.

That was something he had come to realize they all shared different flavors of. They all loved teasing him, mostly because they knew it would make the sex better. And he couldn’t even complain, because they were right.

So, when he walked back into his apartment, he was pretty full of pent up sexual energy.

The conversation all cut off as he came inside. He walked back into the bedroom, which had taken on an expectant hush.

Everyone was there.

For a moment, he was struck by how strange a scene it created. A whole group of bunny girls, ranging from collage age to cougar age, a wolf, a deer, and now a fox. Most of them were stripped down to their panties, and most of them were visibly pregnant.

Janessa lay on the bed, wearing a pair of green panties and a green sports bra. If he wasn’t so horny, Hunter might’ve been tempted to laugh. She sort of looked like a model that was doing a cross between a furry cosplay and a military cosplay. She certainly had the body for it. He’d gotten the impression that, under her uniform, she was a very nice blend of curvy and in shape.

And she was.

Her muscles were decently developed on her arms and legs, but her hips were a bit broad for her frame, her thighs thick, and she was pretty chesty.

“You just gonna stand there?” Brooke asked, and several of them laughed.

Hunter chuckled as he sat down on the bed and began unlacing his boots. “I was just wondering how exactly I got so lucky. Every last one of you is just...so insanely beautiful.”

“I think we all got lucky,” Kiara replied, and everyone murmured in agreement.

Finished with his boots, Hunter stood up and took off his shirt.

“So, Janessa, you’re still comfortable with everything?” he asked.

“Oh yes, very comfortable. I would be naked, but Rain pointed out that you would want the pleasure of undressing me yourself,” Janessa replied, beaming at him with what looked like barely-contained joy.

“Rain was right. I appreciate it,” he replied, getting his belt undone.

In truth, he was surprised. He would have figured Janessa would be a lot more anxious under these circumstances. But she looked thrilled with the situation. He supposed that meant her assessment was correct: she did feel noticeably more relaxed around him and the others, because she did feel more accepted and less out of place.

That made him very glad. His fragmented echoes of memories seemed to indicate he had been in something of a similar position in his previous life.

Hunter finished getting naked.

“Oh,” Janessa said, her eyes widening a little.

“What?” he replied as he climbed into bed with her.

“I was just...I didn’t think it was going to be that big,” she murmured.

“Can you handle it?”

“Yes, I can handle it,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” he murmured, reaching out and running a finger down her jaw.

Her expression hardened a little and her grin changed from pure joy to something a little more devious. “I can handle anything you can throw out.”

“Uh-oh,” Brooke murmured.

“Now you’ve done it,” Kiara said while the others chuckled.

But Janessa just went on smirking at him. Hunter reached down and pulled her bra off of her, then did the same with her panties. He took a moment to admire her utter beauty. Her breasts were pretty perfect. He thought that about all of them, but hers were...something else. Full and round and the purest pale sprinkled with a dash of freckles. Firm and topped by the pinkest nipples. And her pussy...it looked so wonderfully inviting, and she had a nice little unruly bush of red, red hair.

Hunter could feel sexual desire not just coursing but raging through him.

He was going to destroy her.

“First thing, before we begin,” he said.

“Oh, come on-” she began complaining, and he put his hand over her mouth.

“Safety first, you little foxy slut,” he replied, and her eyes widened with something like maddened glee. Man, he thought the others had been into being ‘disciplined’. “If it’s too much and you want me to stop, you say ‘pineapple’, got it?” She nodded. “If you can’t speak, tap me three times anywhere on my body. Got that?” She nodded again. “Good.”

When Hunter began, he didn’t stop until he was finished.

He kissed her with a firm passion and for an instant, all his thoughts were derailed. Her lips were soft and wet and full and so very hot. She moaned, a shudder running through her whole body. Then she did it again, more intensely, as he laid a hand across one full breast and slipped his tongue into her mouth.

He felt her hands touch him, run along the length of his arm, across his chest. One went down and wrapped around his erection. His own hands went wandering, enjoying the soft feel of her smooth skin. The fullness of her sweet ass, the soft curve of her hip, and then the wet perfection in her pussy as he slipped a finger inside of her.

She gasped, then cried out as he began pleasuring it, ramping up the intensity quickly. She stopped being able to kiss him as he switched between fucking her with his fingers and rubbing her clit. He had her going into a wet, full-bodied orgasm within thirty seconds.

And what an orgasm it was.

Her whole body shook and trembled with it, her breasts jiggling and swaying beautifully, her wonderfully powerful hips bucking as her thighs bunched and clenched. The sounds she made were just as pleasing.

He finger fucked her through all of it, and then he did it through the next two orgasms as well. When she was finished with the third, he finally relented, letting her fall back against the pillow gasping for breath, face red, eyes wide.

After a moment, she said, “Is that all you’ve got?”

“That was just the warmup,” he replied.

Hunter kissed her once on the mouth, then got down between her pleasantly padded thighs and began tonguing her clit. She let out a surprised shriek, which was followed by a series of long, loud, drawn-out moans of utter ecstasy.

He gave her another pair of intense, lengthy orgasms with his tongue, his lip, and his fingers.

“Now,” he said as he sat up, wiped his mouth, and laid down beside her. “It’s my turn.”

“Yeah…” she murmured, dazed.

Hunter grabbed her as she sat up and pushed her head down towards his erection. Once she got it into her mouth, he gripped her head more tightly and began forcefully bringing it up and down. She groaned and he kept a watch on her body language. It seemed inviting, so he began doing it faster and harder, fucking her mouth roughly and jamming his cock into her throat.

He pushed it deep and held it there. “Swallow.”

Janessa swallowed and he groaned as all her slick inner muscles tightened reflexively around his head, sending a burst of utter ecstasy through him. She did it twice more and then he released her, letting her move at her own pace. She kept bobbing her head, working his erection with her mouth and her hand.

He hated thinking it, but she seemed to be sucking him with more enthusiasm than skill. But it would make sense that she wouldn’t have much experience.

Well, that was the joy of practicing.

He let her keep doing it for a little while before having her stop.

“Now what?” she asked, pushing some errant strands of red hair away from her face.

“Now for the really fun part,” Hunter replied.

He sat up, grabbed her, and shoved her onto her bed. She gasped, then cried out in delighted shock as he pushed her legs open. Getting between them, he pressed his head up against her pussy, in between her wet lips. He began rubbing it slowly up and down. Janessa moaned and shuddered hard.

“Don’t make me wait…” she complained.

“You complain a lot,” he murmured.

Her face seemed to light up. “What the fuck are you gonna do about it?”

“Fuck’s sake, you are bratty!” he snapped.

She began to respond but her words lost cohesion as he shoved his cock into her.

Hunter took the time to get comfortable inside of her, seeing if she really could take it without issue. And she could. He found her slippery and oh so hot inside, her inner muscles clenching around his erection as he pushed all the way inside of her.

Then he got started on giving her exactly what she was asking for.

Gagging for, really.

Janessa took a deep breath and started crying out as he began pumping into her, driving his cock deep and hard in her sweet, wonderful pussy. Pure, raw rapture, laced with intense sexual gratification, began filling him as he pounded her.

“Yes! YES! FUCK! YES!” she shrieked as he screwed her brains out.

Her pale, freckled breasts were nearly hypnotizing, swaying with the rhythm of their rutting. He grabbed her legs at one point and brought them up, gripping her by the ankles as he kept fucking her. Then he pushed them down, folding her, and began fucking her in just the right spot.

She really lost it then. He had her orgasming yet again within another few moments of hammering away at her and that was when his own control began really slipping.

As her climax wore off, she seemed to sense this, and apparently decided to just fling him right over the edge.

“Breed me!” she screamed, panting, gasping for air at this point. “Fill me with it! Get me pregnant!”

Yep, that did it.

He lost all control and his orgasm didn’t just burst out of him, but exploded. Hunter thrust deep and hard into her as he began releasing his seed. He lost himself to the bliss, the purity of it, the totality of it, the absolute ecstasy of coming inside of this beautiful fox girl soldier who was now his mate. It came to him that he was claiming her, marking his territory inside of her.

That just made the orgasm hit harder. His whole body thrummed with it, his hips jerking in time with each spurt released into her, making her shriek.

When it finally finished, he pulled out of her and fell onto his back.

“All right,” he panted, “that’s the first round.”

“How many are there?” Janessa murmured, as dazed as ever.

“I think,” Brooke said, and he realized she’d stepped up to the bedside and was shedding her panties, “it’s time Janessa learn an important lesson.”

“What’s that?” she asked.

“That if you are going to be mates with a man who has several other mates, you’re going to have to share.”

She climbed onto the bed, and onto him.


CHAPTER 3

Hunter was on the road again.

Three days was how long he wanted to wait, after they’d gotten back to the Warren. And what a hectic three days they had been.

While Hunter knew (prayed) that it was eventually going to get better, he had the notion that those days were a fairly accurate reflection of what most of the rest of his life was going to look like. Trying to balance running around the Warren, doing all the little jobs, big and small, that needed doing, and finding time for his many mates.

It was going to change drastically when their kits entered the picture.

And yet, even as he found himself thinking such thoughts, he couldn’t really complain. Because Hunter knew that he did not idle well. He liked his leisure, but clearly his life needed to be busy. And not just because he was a supersoldier hardwired for disciplined and regimented activity. He strongly suspected it was just who he was as a person.

Presently, he was leading their tiny convoy out of the woods, back to the west once more.

He’d deliberated on it for a while, and had ultimately chosen to go with two vehicles. They took the truck the foxes had given them, and the civilian truck they’d found while taking down the tigers. He had taken Yelena, Janessa, Chloe, and Lilia in his truck, while Penny, Luke, and Ryan were in the other one.

Now there were two choices he hadn’t thought he’d be making.

He knew he was taking Janessa and Yelena. Initially, he’d considered Riley again, but Yelena had pointed out that she had enough technical knowledge to handle anything they’d need. Plus, Lilia had asked to come along, and her own knowledge would only add to that. He knew he wanted to bring Penny and Luke, mostly to give them exposure to jobs like this and for the extra muscle to haul things and, if need be, fight.

He’d wanted to round it out with a third person and right as he’d been realizing that, he’d seen the wayward wolf. He was working in one of the kitchens now and, according to the others he’d discreetly asked, was doing a pretty decent job at it. When Hunter had asked if he wanted to come along, he’d said yes almost immediately.

Hunter was still trying to figure that one out. There were a couple of reasons he’d have that reaction. There wasn’t really enough info about the kid to draw conclusions yet, but he found himself hoping that it was because he wanted to ask more of himself, to become better than he was. How good was he? So far, he seemed decent.

Honestly, he seemed like a good kid. No one had complained about him so far, and he hadn’t refused to do anything that was asked of him. In a way, Hunter felt for him. He certainly had prejudice against him, and people were no doubt watching him more closely than they were anyone else. Even Riley, who people were mostly used to by now.

Maybe the reason Hunter had asked him along was because he’d finally crossed that uncertain, invisible threshold. He didn’t exactly trust the kid, but he didn’t distrust him either. Maybe he was ready to entertain the notion that he really was on their side and that he wasn’t just looking for a chance to fuck them over somehow.

If that was true, then the kid was doing the right thing and suffering for it. For no reason except for the type of ears on his head.

And then there was Chloe.

She had basically demanded to go. Apparently, she wanted to have one more decent trek out into the wilderness before giving birth. Hunter had wanted to point out that she still had time. At least a month, if not more, but he found that he couldn’t deny her.

He’d taken Kiara when she had demanded the same thing. It wouldn’t be fair.

That wasn’t the only thing dictating the decision, but the job should be simple. Easy, even. Trinket and wolf activity over here seemed minimal. Mostly. Well, wolf more than Trinket.

Speaking of Trinkets…

“Yelena.”

“Yes?” she replied, turning her attention back to the interior.

“Did those scans of the Trinket ever turn anything up?”

When she didn’t reply, he looked at her. And saw discomfort on her face. She opted not to wear her mask or hood more often than not nowadays, so she was at least easier to read in that regard.

He immediately frowned. “You’re keeping something from me.”

She sighed softly. “I...was going to tell you today. I’ve been looking over the data ever since the scan, and running a number of additional scans and theorizing algorithms on the data and…”

“What? I need to know,” he said flatly.

“Some of the technology inside of the Trinkets is deer tech.”

Silence in the car. It began to draw out.

“You’re sure?” he asked finally.

“Yes. I’m sure. I wanted to be very sure, and...there’s no denying it. I was...embarrassed, I suppose. I’m sorry.”

Hunter considered it for a moment. He found that he believed her, it was just that it was such a strange reaction from her. On the other hand, he did kind of get that. It might make her feel, in some small and irrational way, responsible for all the suffering the Trinkets had caused.

“I forgive you,” he replied. “It at least gives us something of an answer. Does this give us any kind of an edge at all? Any new tactics?”

“No, unfortunately. If it was just straight deer tech, I would be able to provide insights, weaknesses, counters. But it isn’t. It’s...I’m not sure how to describe it. It’s fundamentally different from everything I’ve seen.”

“What does that mean, exactly?” Lilia asked.

“It means…” She struggled for a moment, then seemed to latch onto an idea. “It’s like seeing a functional gun made out of teeth and bone and flesh. By all accounts, it should not work, and even taking it apart indicates this. And yet, it does work.”

“That’s...horrifying,” Chloe murmured.

“Yes. There is something holding it all together and making it run that is just...some kind of breakthrough? An accident? A one-off? Or I’m just missing something. In truth, if these were ideal circumstances, I would have a Level Seven Biohazard Lab flown in and assembled, and a team of seasoned experts to do an in-depth study. Pick these things apart and figure out what makes them tick, how better to kill them. And I’d have five hundred recon teams sweeping the entire damned region finding the source.”

“I feel like it’s gotta be underground, given the fact that no one’s stumbled onto it,” Hunter replied. “We would have heard about it if they had.”

“Probably,” Yelena agreed quietly. She sighed. “I don’t like our chances of fixing this problem.”

“Neither do I, but we don’t really have an alternative.”

Silence again.

Hunter tried to think of something to say that wasn’t depressing, but he couldn’t in that moment. And apparently neither could anyone else.

They drove on in silence.

…

Binx was wearing his sunglasses again as he greeted them at the gate with a pair of military trucks and a squad of soldiers.

“Have you got the stuff?” was the first thing he asked Hunter.

He chuckled. “Sounds like a drug deal,” he replied as he popped the trunk of their own military truck.

“Well, technically…” Binx murmured as he cracked open one of the medical kits they’d brought along to trade for a big shipment of tech parts and bullets.

“Too bad money isn’t worth shit anymore.”

“Too true, I had racked up some serious fucking overtime out here. Eh, whatever. Not like it matters now. This is my fucking life.”

“Is it a bad life?”

He closed the case and then turned around and leaned against the vehicle with a sigh. “No, not really. All things considered. We’ve got resources, we’ve got space, we’ve only had a handful of run-ins with the wolves.”

“Speaking of the wolves…”

He turned, raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

“We’ve got pretty solid intel on them. Where they are in the forest and how many of them there are.”

“How many are there?”

“Right now, there’s approximately four hundred wolves left in the forest region.”

“Where’s this intel coming from?”

“We got our hands on a deer drone, been putting it to good use.”

“Oh.” He glanced at Yelena. “That makes sense. Any chance we could get one of those?”

“There’s just the one and...I am not comfortable handing that over,” Yelena replied flatly.

“Fair enough. Figured I’d ask anyway. Hmm. You got a plan of attack yet?”

“Working on one, but it isn’t going to need to be too complex. The wolves are...not exceptionally good at this whole thing.”

“I’ve noticed something similar. Lucked out there, I guess. Imagine if it was the lions we were dealing with? We’d be fucked.” He pursed his lips and looked down at the ground for a moment, then returned his hidden gaze to Hunter. “I’ve talked it over with my people. If you’ve got a plan and it doesn’t seem like it’s going to fuck us over somehow, we’re ready for a joint operation.”

“Shit, thank you. That’s really appreciated. How many men are you willing to commit?”

“Thirty, which includes myself.”

“That’s definitely appreciated. I think we could actually make this work.”

“That’s good to hear. We can also offer you some more guns if you need them. Some explosives, too. Can’t really offer much in the way of vehicles.”

“Armor?”

“Yeah, we could probably spare a dozen sets of combat ready body armor.”

“Excellent.” He looked back into the vehicle. “If there’s nothing else…?”

“Yeah, we’re good. Ready to roll out.” He let out a sharp whistle and waved the other soldiers over. “We get this unloaded and then we’re ready to go.”

“Perfect,” Hunter replied.

He briefly debated whether or not to offer help unloading, and decided Binx probably would feel better with his own people doing it, given they had to go inside of the actual base. He instead shifted to rejoin his own crew, who were mostly standing around nearby, waiting.

“We good?” Yelena asked.

“We’re good,” Hunter replied. “We’ll get our load on the way back. And it sounds like they’re willing to commit to taking out the rest of the wolves with us.”

“That would make it a lot easier,” she murmured.

“Yes. We can put together a plan once we get back from this excursion. And then, once the wolves are gone and our home is fixed, we can turn all of our attention to the Trinkets.”

No one really had anything to say to that, and he understood.

None of them were particularly eager to keep fighting those awful things. And he was sure that wherever their home base was, whatever it looked like, it was A) underground, and B) fucking horrifying.

And he was going to have to go in there to rip the Trinkets’ dark heart out.


CHAPTER 4

“So, Janessa,” Hunter said.

“Yeah?” she replied tentatively. She was riding shotgun.

“We should probably get to know each other better. What with the whole, tying our lives together thing.”

“Probably,” she agreed. “Um, what do you want to know?”

“I guess, tell us about yourself. Your life.”

She groaned. “It’s...boring.”

“So bore us. I mean, we’re already there. We’ve got another forty minutes or so before we hit the wind farm.”

“He has a point,” Chloe murmured.

“I guess that is a good point.” She was silent for a moment, twisting her lips. “Well, I was born about a thousand miles from here, in a medium-sized town. My parents were pretty normal. Had a pretty normal, boring childhood. Except for all the weirdness and anxiety. I don’t know, maybe it wasn’t normal. I spent a lot of time by myself. I just wanted to be home, reading books or playing video games. My parents did their best to, you know, do the things that parents are supposed to do for their kids, and I guess I should thank them for it.

“I hated the sports they had me sign up for, and the other handful of extracurricular activities. But having done those is probably why I have the little social ability that I do have. And...it didn’t help that I kept hearing over and over, starting in freaking middle school, how guys were supposed to hit on you if you were hot, but basically no guys ever did.”

“I assume you found out why,” Lilia said.

“Not really. I mean, I’ve heard different reasons, but-”

“You’re too attractive.”

“I’ve had people tell me that a handful of times, but it seems...I don’t know, it seems like the wrong answer.”

“I’m afraid that this is the answer,” Hunter said.

“Seriously? I mean, what, just like that? We’ve been together for like four days.”

“Okay, this is what I think: you’re kind of awkward, but it doesn’t matter. For one, you aren’t that awkward. You have a little trouble in the beginning and you stumble from time to time, but once you feel comfortable in a conversation, which, from what I’ve seen, happens fairly quickly, you’re more or less indistinguishable from a more social person. For two, you’re attractive enough that any awkwardness is going to be overlooked. Now, I could be wrong about your natural level of awkwardness, because you’re in a new environment where you say you’re more comfortable than you’ve mostly been in your life.”

“I do feel that way,” Janessa murmured.

“Right, but I think my point stands: even if you were ten times more awkward than you might be now, you’re still hot enough that it doesn’t matter. So it’s not the awkwardness. It’s the intimidation factor. I imagine most men took a look at you and immediately thought: she definitely isn’t single. Because there’s no fucking way you could be single. Or, if you are, it’s because you want to be. Because you have a massive advantage. Your advantage is so massive that you basically have your pick of the litter in any given situation.”

“Man, I wish Hunter would go on like this about me,” Chloe murmured.

He sighed. “You seduced me inside of like five minutes of meeting me, and I tell you every day how beautiful I think you are. You’re like the pinnacle of nerdy women.”

Chloe began to say something, but it just came out as a fumbling half-sigh/half-scoff. He glanced in the rearview and saw that she’d begun to blush badly. He chuckled.

“What about me?” Yelena asked.

“You’re the empress of ice queens and your natural beauty is staggering.”

“I…” Yelena stared at him in the rearview for several seconds, then sighed and looked away, blushing as well.

“Do me!” Lilia declared.

He laughed. “All right. You are a fucking smoking hot, rugged tomboy. And you’re intimidating. You all are, in different ways. Every single woman I’ve gotten with since this whole thing began has been intimidating.”

“You’re intimidated by Nicole?” Chloe asked, raising an eyebrow.

“She’s really smart. There’s two kinds of women you don’t want pissed at you: really smart and really stubborn. Anyway, you are intimidatingly attractive, Janessa. In my opinion.”

“Well...thank you. I guess it does kind of make sense. Also, it doesn’t matter now! The past three days have been, just...fucking paradise. I am so in love with you and everything just feels right finally!”

“I am very happy for you,” Hunter replied. “And not just because you’re having great sex with me.”

She giggled. “Or getting knocked up by you? Or playing with your other wives?”

“I’m so glad you like other women,” Chloe murmured. “I had come to understand that this was less common among fox society.”

“That’s...I don’t know. Sometimes I think yeah, sometimes I think it’s just better hidden. But I have so little experience with relationships, and no experience with relationships involving my mate’s wives, so this is all new to me! Well, not all of it, I’ve...played with women before.”

“I could tell,” Lilia said, making Janessa giggle awkwardly again.

“Thank you. Um. So. You asked me. About my life. I kept feeling that ‘not fitting’ feeling and honestly it was pretty tolerable until...something happened. I have no idea what, it’s just like a switch flipped. And suddenly, I realized that I couldn’t keep hanging out in my room, reading books and playing video games. They were just less satisfying, and I wanted to be out. I wanted to be doing things. But I was still weird and awkward. I sort of fumbled around for a few years and then I signed up for the military.”

“How was your career?” he asked.

“Well, it’s-” She hesitated. “Shit, I guess it is ‘was’ now, since I’m no longer a part of the military. Huh. Don’t know why that hadn’t occurred to me. Probably because everything is so clearly fucked and insane that it already feels like I’m not a part of anything from before it happened. But it was, I dunno, boring?”

Hunter snorted. “That’s certainly...an interesting take.”

“I didn’t see any combat! I mean, not until the past month! And, you know, yeah, I’m glad that they were right and that my training would kick in and save my ass, and it’s not like I wanted to see combat. Believe me, over the chaos at the airport and boring, I’ll take boring. I just thought...everyone said it was interesting! And at first it was, but all the fucking endless doing the exact same fucking thing over and over and over and fucking over again, just...argh! It was boring. I could do it, I was just bored a lot of the time. But at least I was good at it. That’s probably what kept me going.”

“Being good at the thing you spend the majority of your time doing is a pretty key factor to enjoying life,” Chloe murmured.

“Hopefully I’m good at being a mother,” Janessa replied, looking down at herself suddenly.

“I’m sure you will be. You’ve already shown some pretty key traits,” Hunter said.

“Like what?”

“Patience, more than anything. But kindness, too, obviously. Responsibility. A measured approach to life.”

“He’s right,” Chloe said, “and listen, any areas you struggle with will be compensated for by us. We’ll all help each other.”

“That is true…” she murmured.

They all fell silent, and Hunter imagined they were thinking about what it was going to be like to be a mother. Well, except for Yelena, but she was prone to long silences anyway. And so was Hunter, so he drove on in silence.

…

The wind farm turned out to be in pretty decent condition.

The squad pulled up and parked in the old employee parking lot, which just held a pair of abandoned vehicles. The wind farm was also a hell of a lot bigger than the solar field. The windmills themselves weren’t all that much bigger than the solar panels, but he figured it made sense that they should have more breathing room.

There were fifty of them in total, spread out in slanting rows. Only a few of them were damaged enough that they’d collapsed, and only a few more looked to be in poor condition. He wondered how many of them were broken but weren’t showing.

Hunter watched Binx’s team as they assembled at the main entrance, a gate in the tall chainlink that ran the entire perimeter. He had taken six others, ultimately. Three soldiers, two engineers, and a medic. They all looked pretty fit and competent, all properly equipped and in uniform. Hunter imagined Binx was just as curious to see him in action as a commander as he was of Binx.

And Binx was pretty good.

He was calm, rational, calculated, and on the ball. They split the windmills up, Hunter and his people securing left, Binx and his securing right. They spent a good twenty minutes moving along the broad, open field, checking for wolves or Trinkets. Or even tigers. Hunter wondered how many of them were still alive.

They cleared the field and the trio of maintenance/storage buildings, found nothing threatening, and then got to work. Yelena immediately set to her task, cutting into one of the larger pieces of machinery in one of the maintenance buildings with the precision of a surgeon, while the two combat engineers started doing the same thing to another bulky piece of equipment in another building.

Hunter had Lilia and Chloe stay with the vehicles to watch them, had Janessa assist Yelena. He set the other three, who he had already begun thinking of as the kids, to scrounge for supplies. First in the buildings, then among the field.

He found Binx staring speculatively at one of the windmills.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

“Exactly how hard it would be to disassemble some of these motherfuckers, haul them back to base, set them up for ourselves. We’re doing all right for power, but in the long run? Most of those solar panels were fucked up. Only managed to secure one more from the site, the rest were just spare parts for future repair.”

“If we can help, once you get it figured out, let us know.”

“I appreciate it.” He frowned, then sighed and pulled off his sunglasses. “So, about this big plan of attack of yours…”

“Yeah?”

“What are we talking about? I mean, really.”

“Hard to say, but it shouldn’t be that bad. I’ve had a pretty easy time of just sitting up on a hill with a few sniper rifles and popping heads. Our intelligence puts them at eight dens, two of those apparently abandoned, and one big base of operations at the edge of the forest up north. I’m hoping, however, that they’re demoralized enough that a noticeable percentage of them have been fucking off.”

“Demoralized how?”

“Well, besides the fact that I’ve personally killed probably two hundred of the fuckers, and besides the Trinkets and the tigers, just recently I’ve been cutting their heads off, sticking them on whatever I can find, and then painting a big message on all their dens that I take out. Leave and Live. I paint it in blood.”

“Holy shit, that’s amazingly diabolical. I can see someone studied up on psychological warfare.”

“Oh, I’ve barely dusted the old manual off. There’s a hell of a lot more I can do.”

He chuckled. “I’ll bet. Hmm. So what were you thinking? Take out the dens, then hit their base?”

“More or less. I’m tempted to just fucking bomb their base, but I kinda want it intact.”

“I more than kinda want it intact. I bet they’re stockpiled with food, guns, medicine, and parts out the ass in there.”

“Exactly.”

“Well, once you get it figured, let me know.” He looked at Ryan. “What’s his story? He looks pretty out of place.”

“Found him in a Trinket holding cell with some rabbits. Claimed he didn’t want anything to do with the wolf pack at large, and the rabbits who were with him seemed to back this assertion up. I decided to give him a chance. So far, he’s been good.”

“Interesting. You do seem to adopt a lot of strays. Wolves, a deer, now a fox…”

“Got some lizards in there, too.”

He chuckled. “For the best, I guess.” Then he sighed, groaned. “I guess I’d better go see if I can actually be useful. I’m glad to be out, but I’m already missing home.”

“Know exactly what you mean,” Hunter replied.

The two men split up and began heading for their respective groups.


CHAPTER 5

“I have eyes on the dockyard,” Binx said over the radio.

“Understood. Hostiles?” Hunter replied, tensing slightly as he followed the two military vehicles up over the rise in the land.

“Negative. At least, none immediately obvious.”

“Let’s proceed with the plan.”

“Check.”

As they drove down the incline, Binx and his two vehicles split off at a fork in the road, heading north, towards the immense dam that dominated the view to the right. Hunter and his people had agreed to take the dockyard, and that’s where he aimed them, continuing along his own road with the others in tow.

The trip out there had been surprisingly fun. Though she was awkward, Janessa had a bubbly kind of fun energy to her when she got going, and she’d started back up the conversation and kept it going through the rest of the drive out.

Mostly she asked about stories relating to Hunter and his mates.

And there were already a lot of them.

The good mood was diminishing rapidly, however, as they closed in on the dockyard. It sat before them, at the foot of a hill, right up on the coast. The view, at least, was spectacular, as they drove down the inclined road. The sea was pale green and stretched away from them, seeming to go on forever. The coastline was a patchwork of dirt beaches and forests.

The dockyard itself was a drab place, about what he expected. Three big, warehouse-sized buildings sat in a line next to a collection of half a dozen smaller structures, just one of them two stories. The docks themselves were six long strips of metal and wood extending into the sea. And beyond that…

“Huh, interesting,” Hunter muttered.

“What?” Yelena asked.

“There’s an island out there. That wasn’t in any of the intel.”

“Hmm.”

“Is it significant?” Chloe asked.

“I’m not sure. Can’t tell from this distance, but there doesn’t seem to be anything on it but trees. Hmm.”

“You’re acting like it’s significant,” Lilia said.

“Instincts are sparking,” Hunter muttered. “Might be nothing. Probably it’s nothing. Just...something about it...I dunno. Doesn’t matter for the moment. All that matters is the dockyard...uh-oh.”

“What?” Chloe and Lilia asked immediately.

“I see wolf trucks there.”

As the road curved while continuing to descend, they got a better view of the space between the leftmost warehouse and the collection of smaller structures. A trio of military vehicles with wolf paint jobs were parked there.

“Don’t see anyone moving,” Yelena murmured.

“No, place looks dead. But we need to be careful.” Hunter activated his radio. “Binx, there’s three wolf military trucks parked next to one of the warehouses. No signs of the wolves, though.”

He sighed. “Great. We’ll keep our eyes peeled.”

“I’ll keep you appraised.”

They rolled up to the front gate which, like basically all the other front gates they had been encountering recently, was smashed open. It was the kind that split down the middle and it looked like the wolves had just rammed it. Hunter spied the remains of a heavy chain and padlock just before driving over them, slowly edging the vehicle in through the opening.

They parked just inside the gate, in case they needed to escape in a hurry.

“Yelena, with me. Everyone else, stay in the trucks,” Hunter said.

“Understood,” Penny replied over the radio as the others responded affirmatively around him.

Two doors opened, two doors closed. The sound echoed briefly across the area. Hunter already had his heat-vision going, but it wasn’t showing him anything worthwhile. He and Yelena came to stand together a little bit in front of the vehicles.

She had her mask back on.

For a moment, they simply stood there, still as stones, quiet.

Listening.

Hunter waited for the dockyard to tell him something. Something useful. Anything. He took it all in. The gentle swell of the sea as it lapped the shoreline with its eternal, hypnotic rhythm. The wind, quietly whispering between the buildings. The occasional quiet groan of old metal, though from the warehouses, not a ship, he could tell that.

He’d only seen a single ship on the dock itself, and it had been relatively small, no cargo cruiser, perhaps a civilian transport.

He smelled the sea air. It was familiar and it ignited in him a strange, intense sense of longing. Of nostalgia. Of comfort.

The moment he caught a whiff of it, his muscles had relaxed ever so slightly, a nearly imperceptible release of tension he hadn’t known he was holding onto.

It felt good.

And yet…

This place felt bad.

It felt derelict, dead, yet not quite. Like a comatose patient that had been pulled from life support, yet hadn’t finished dying.

“What are you thinking?” Yelena asked eventually.

“Something’s waiting for us,” he muttered. “Don’t know what.”

“Probably Trinkets.”

“Probably, given if the wolves were still around, we’d surely have heard about it by now. They can’t keep quiet for shit.”

She chuckled. “Yeah. What’s the plan?”

“You and I are going to check out the wolf vehicles and the building they’re next to, see if there’s any wolves actually around. Then we start searching this place,” he replied.

Yelena nodded. Hunter said as much to the others over the radio, then he took off with her at his side. The two of them stalked silently across the broad, paved lot. The concrete was old, pitted, and worn, wearing the stains of a thousand shipments.

They came to the edge of the first warehouse and Hunter peered cautiously around the corner after listening further. There was nothing. Just the vehicles.

But he saw a dead wolf. He lay mostly inside of the warehouse, his head and some of his shoulders poking out of a broad, rolling door. He stared directly at Hunter, a look of surprised terror etched onto his features.

“Got the first casualty,” he reported, then stalked on.

The scent of spilled wolf blood was in the air now. He paused as he got close. He smelled tiger blood, too.

He kept going until he reached the next corner and peered around it.

“Shit,” he muttered. “Casualties. Lots of them.”

Yelena joined him and they bore witness to a scene of slaughterhouse destruction. There were some twenty dead wolves and tigers scattered across the dirty concrete floor of the vast warehouse interior. The interesting thing was that his trained eye told him immediately they hadn’t been killing each other.

They had all been fighting Trinkets.

And it clearly was Trinkets. He saw several of the dead things mixed in with the other bodies. Hunter’s hand went to his ear again.

“Binx, we’ve got confirmed Trinkets. They tore up a bunch of wolves and tigers.”

“Fuck’s sake,” he muttered. “Understood. We’re entering the dam’s main control room now. So far, no signs of wolves, tigers, or Trinkets.”

“Got it. Stay sharp.”

“Yep. You, too.”

Hunter sighed heavily as he looked at the corpses, then around at the huge interior. It was mostly empty, but there were stacks of crates scattered around. Lots of places to hide. And it was just the first of three such buildings.

“Well, let’s get to work.”

…

“The tension is starting to get to me,” Chloe muttered.

Hunter felt the urge to remind her that she’d bullied her way onto this mission and crushed it ruthlessly. He wasn’t going to be a dick, certainly not to his pregnant mate. But he could tell the tension was starting to get to him a little, too.

They’d been at the dockyards for just over two hours now.

And they hadn’t found a single survivor, on any side of the conflict.

That being said, there was evidence that a decent portion of the Trinkets had survived the battle and then gone out onto the docks. Although it was a guess, Hunter suspected that they’d taken another boat out to that island.

Why, though?

It was eating at him.

Anything involving the Trinkets did.

At present, Lilia and Janessa were off with the kids in the warehouses, tearing through each and every crate to see if there was anything worth grabbing. He had been working with Yelena and Chloe to start investigating the other structures.

Until they had made an interesting discovery.

The Evergreen Foundation had a small office in one of the buildings.

That bugged Hunter, so he had Yelena get to work on the computer terminal. She’d been at it for ten minutes now.

“Sorry, babe,” Hunter replied. “Maybe you could answer a question for me.”

“Yeah?”

“What exactly was up with the wolves and tigers? By all accounts, it looks like they were working together. But that can’t be right...right?”

“It’s very possible,” Chloe replied. “Tigers are extremely hierarchical. Once a clear leader is taken out, it isn’t all that difficult to get them to follow orders if you establish dominance. It’s also possible that the tigers figured it’d be worth it to throw in with the wolves if they’d encountered the Trinkets.”

“I guess that makes sense.” He chuckled.

“What?”

“It’s just...it’s kind of amusing. I bet you every single one of those dead guys back there were ‘tough guys’, you know? Don’t take no shit kinda guys. Yet most of them will follow a guy who’s bigger than them without question. I dunno.”

“Instincts are...complicated things,” Chloe replied after a moment.

“Yeah...how are you holding up?” he asked.

“What? What do you mean?”

“You look a little...worn out.”

Chloe opened her mouth, then hesitated. Then sighed and shook her head. “I suppose I’d be a hypocrite if I didn’t admit that being out here is...a bit more taxing than I originally anticipated. But I’m fine. I don’t need to go back, if that’s what you’re asking. Although I must admit, I’ve already been freed of the urge to do something like this again.”

“That’s the true horror of those kinds of urges: they come back. Although I’m hoping there’s going to be more middle ground in the near future. Once we actually take out these assholes for good, or good enough, at least, we’ll need to make several extended, extensive trips back out here. Search every last structure and wrecked vehicle and hidden cache site for supplies. Because otherwise it’ll all just sit here and rot.”

“That’s a good point,” she murmured. “And...hopefully the middle ground will work out.”

“I have found a curiosity,” Yelena said quietly.

Both immediately turned to face her. She sat behind a modest desk, staring into the screen, frowning.

“What?” Hunter asked as they came to stand behind her.

“I found a file that was out of place, hidden within a registry that was out of place. I tried to access it, but it’s encoded. You need a password.”

“Fucking great,” Hunter muttered, already looking around. “Maybe it might be here in this office…”

“Wait, let me try something,” Chloe replied.

Yelena relinquished the terminal and Chloe sat down. She typed in a string of numbers. The computer chimed affirmatively.

“How in the fuck-” Hunter began.

“I memorized some of the codes from the Warren code log,” she replied. “So, lucky guess, basically.”

“That’s very impressive,” Yelena murmured.

“Thanks. Um...oh...holy fucking shit,” she whispered as she leaned forward.

Hunter began to ask what, but then he saw it. There was just a single folder within the file. It was labeled WARREN II.

Chloe opened it and found several documents within the folder. A work order log. A personnel log. A blueprint.

“They were building another one?” Chloe whispered.

“This could be exactly what we need,” Hunter muttered.

“But this presents an issue, given who we brought along,” Yelena said.

Hunter sighed. “Right. Need to be careful about this. I’d rather keep the Warren a secret. First thing: where actually is it?”

“On the island.”

“Oh, fuck me,” Hunter groaned.

“What?” Chloe asked.

“It looked like the Trinkets that survived the battle, which was most of them, had gone onto the dock and disappeared. And by disappeared, I mean took a boat and probably went to the island.”

“Fuck,” Chloe muttered.

“What do we do?” Yelena asked.

Hunter thought for a moment. “Okay, Chloe, up. Yelena, I want you to copy this entire harddrive to bring back with us to the Warren. You can do that, right?”

“I can,” Yelena replied as she took her seat back.

“Do it, and then I want you to scrub everything related to the Warren from the computer, except for those blueprints. Obviously, we can’t have too much knowledge about this Warren II, or they’ll get suspicious.”

“Is there a reason we don’t want to tell them?” Chloe asked. “I mean, they seem to be very good allies.”

“It’s not necessarily that I distrust them, it’s more about keeping the secret contained. The Warren is our biggest edge, by far, in terms of survival. You’ve seen how bad it can get when people get desperate. What if, six months from now, they decide they’d rather live in a Warren than a military outpost? Or what if some new threat comes along and they accidentally leak the intel?”

“I guess that’s a good point.”

He nodded and began heading out of the room. “Let me handle this.” Once out in the corridor, he activated his radio. “Binx? We found something. Something pretty significant.”


CHAPTER 6

Given the threat level they were potentially facing, Binx opted to take his entire team.

Hunter opted to take Yelena.

He found himself incredibly reluctant to leave the others behind, especially Chloe and Lilia. But he reminded himself that this was just a reality he had to face whenever he brought his mates into the wilderness with him. And that they were all armed and aware. And that, despite how busy he was, he had managed to get some training in for everyone who he’d brought along.

Plus, they had Janessa with them.

And it was him who was going towards the danger. Hopefully.

He and Yelena and the squad all got onto the only remaining boat. It was roughly big enough to carry them all, and one of the engineers settled into the driver’s chair. Luck was with them: the boat worked and it had power enough to get them there and back again.

As far as he could tell, Binx didn’t seem to know there was any kind of subterfuge going on. Which was good, because it meant Hunter and his people were good at lying, and because he actually did not want to fuck up this working relationship.

He and his team had come back from the dam, (having found useful tech and, mercifully, no hostiles), and had taken a look over the map and the terminal. Yelena had told him she had a codebreaker on her after they realized the codes to Warren II weren’t actually among the files. The fact that she seemed confident it could break in worried him a little, but he reminded himself that he did trust her.

“So, who did this place actually belong to? Who was building it?” Binx asked, breaking the silence that had fallen over them as they crossed the water.

“Well, it was the Evergreen Foundation, which seemed to be a rabbit-based foundation,” Hunter replied.

“Yeah...plus it’s called a warren, so that makes sense. But the blueprints say Warren two, which means there has to be a one.”

“Theoretically.” Binx looked at him. “It’s possible that they intended to build two of them, and something went wrong with the first.”

“Maybe...fuck, I wish it wasn’t on a goddamned island. It’d be useful to have an entire damned survival shelter.”

“Depending on the condition it’s in, yeah.”

Another few minutes passed in silence. They were much closer to the island now. The front and the sides, from what they could see, offered no obvious way to make landfall. The boat began the slow process of moving around behind the island.

“So, how bad do you think this is going to get?” Binx asked, and Hunter noticed everyone was looking at him now.

He sighed heavily. “Bad. Theoretically. It depends on how many there are and how they’re built. The biggest problem that I’ve found with trying to predict the Trinkets is that they’re hard to predict sometimes. Sometimes they’ll do something just completely fucking off the wall. Just remember: headshots, and armor-piercers if you’ve got them.”

“We’ve all got them,” Binx replied.

“Good. We’re going to need them. Also remember: they are fucking fast.”

“Well, whatever. We’ll put them down just like the wolves and the tigers.”

“Yes, we will,” Hunter agreed.

He hoped morale wasn’t too fucked, because it was definitely going to take something of a hit once they actually got inside the Warren. While Hunter thought it was technically possible that there were people in this other Warren, he also thought that it was pretty unlikely. He’d called Lacy while waiting for Binx and his squad to come back down from the dam, and she’d been just as surprised as him that there was a Warren II.

In all truth, he hoped there were no people in there.

It seemed obvious that the Trinkets were going for it, and he’d counted at least a dozen separate sets of footprints when he’d been tracking them.

This was going to be a pretty bad battle.

“I’ve got eyes on a dock, and another ship. No hostiles,” the engineer piloting the boat, Hearst, reported.

“Get switched on, people!” Binx snapped, getting to his feet along with Hunter and moving forward into the driver’s compartment.

Through the window, Hunter saw it. The dock was surprisingly large and professionally built, just more evidence of Warren II’s construction. The dock itself was empty. The boat looked like an old, small cargo-hauler, maybe half again as large as the one they were presently using. It was dingy and gray and rusted.

Hunter found himself lamenting that it hadn’t sunk while transporting the Trinkets.

The time for lamentations, however, rapidly ended as they docked. Hunter was first out, boots hitting the dock, assault rifle in hand. He was ready this time. Part of the trade that he hadn’t needed to work too hard to convince Binx of was armor-piercing rounds. Specifically those that he could put to use in his modified tiger assault rifle.

Now he had three full magazines of them, and he fully intended to put them to use.

Using hand signals, they spread out. He sent Yelena to scout ahead and try to find the Warren’s entrance, while he and a few of the soldiers got onto the boat. They moved carefully along it, checking every compartment, every place a Trinket might hide.

But there was nothing.

The boat was empty.

Hunter found that suspicious, but he didn’t know about what capabilities the Trinkets might have. Could be a silent alarm. Or they could be watching from somewhere, hidden. Or, more than likely, they didn’t bother, because Trinkets didn’t use logical tactics.

Except when they did.

As they left the boat and began making their way onto the island, Hunter found his mind worrying over them again. Wondering where the fuck they could possibly be coming from. Who actually made them? That deer tech had been used in their design wasn’t exactly a revelation, though it was good to know for sure.

“I found it,” Yelena reported over his radio.

“Check. On the way,” Hunter replied.

The mood was grim as they headed off the docks and into the forest that took up this part of the island. The atmosphere wasn’t helping. The sun was high, but the day burned cold. The winds had picked up during their search of the dockyards and now shrieked by, scouring the land. The footprints, which had old blood and oil mixed into the dirt and slush, were obvious.

Hunter would have been more terrified of the fact that Trinkets were getting into an auxiliary version of his home if it wasn’t so obvious that they’d already gotten into the primary version. That still bothered him, still ate at him, especially at night. But so far, there hadn’t been even a single hint that the Trinkets had returned.

Yelena appeared from between a few trees and gestured silently to them.

“It is still sealed,” she said as she began leading them up a hill.

“No guards or anything?” Binx asked.

“None that I could see. I did not go inside.”

“How are we going to handle this?”

“I’ll lead,” Hunter replied. “Yelena will watch our six. It’ll take some time, but we’re going to clear this place, room by room, floor by floor.”

“God, that fucking blueprint was massive,” one of the soldiers groaned.

“Yeah, it’s gonna be a project,” Hunter muttered.

The atmosphere on the island was strangely claustrophobic, the trees seeming to press in around them, the vague, snowy mist kicked up by the shrieking winds heightening the effect. The airlock was tucked away in a well-hidden hillside behind a curtain of dead trees. The door was big, metal, and familiar.

It was a carbon copy of the one they had back home.

“You sure you can get in?” Binx asked as Yelena snapped the lead from her codebreaker into the panel beside the airlock doors.

“Yes,” she replied simply, and pushed a button.

The codebreaker made no noise, nor did it flash or chirp or do anything. For all intents and purposes, it looked unpowered. Which made enough sense, Hunter supposed. Given she was a stealth expert. He imagined it was being piped to her mask.

Suddenly, she pulled the lead out and replaced it all in a pocket on her suit. “Done. Opening now.”

“Well, shit,” Binx muttered as the door opened up.

Hunter and two others covered it with their weapons, expecting the worst. There was nothing in there, but it was clear the Trinkets had been through. There was mud on the floor and their decaying machine reek lingered.

“I’m going first, I’ll radio back when it’s clear,” Hunter said, and stepped into the airlock.

He hit the button and engaged the cycle. The door clanged shut behind him. He took a deep breath and then wished he hadn’t, but he held it, focused and centered himself. Anything could be beyond that doorway. He exhaled slowly and held the rifle to his shoulder tightly, finger on the trigger, ready to start squeezing off half a magazine in an instant.

He always hated airlocks. If they jumped him, he’d be pretty screwed.

The cycle finished.

A few seconds passed.

The inner door clanged open, making him jump. Clearly they hadn’t finished smoothing out the airlock doors, because the others didn’t do that. Which was just fucking awesome. Now their presence was announced to the whole fucking Warren.

Hunter tensed as the door slid open, revealing a length of familiar, dark corridor.

More muddy bootprints. He waited. Listened. Nothing but his breathing and…

Nothing.

He couldn’t hear a damn thing. He took a cautious step beyond the threshold, peering quickly left and right, but no Trinkets lay in wait. He sighed softly, relaxing ever so slightly. He seemed to be alone.

“Looks clear, come through,” he said quietly into the radio.

“Check,” Binx replied tersely.

Well, this was going to suck. The lights were dead. Truly dead. No emergency lighting this time. He and Yelena should be fine, but they were going to have some difficulty, relying entirely on flashlights.

As he listened to the airlock begin to cycle again and stalked over to the nearest doorway, a bathroom, he noted that the air tasted stale. Well, that made enough sense. They would probably have enough air, but now that he was thinking about it, he was going to have Yelena override the airlock and leave it open before they headed off.

Hunter hit the open button automatically and was surprised when it opened. Well, that made enough sense, he supposed. If there was power for the airlock, there was power for the doors. He stopped at the bathroom’s threshold, not wanting to disappear from sight before anyone else was in here. He shined his light inside, saw nothing. Just an untouched bathroom. The light reflected off the shiny chrome of the sink, the mirrors. The place looked like it had never been used. He wondered how far they were into construction.

There hadn’t been any kind of timeline among the database, as far as they could tell.

If the place was finished enough, they might actually consider moving here. It would be a pretty big exodus, but it wouldn’t be impossible. And it would make them a hell of a lot safer than where they were right now.

Behind him, the airlock clanged open. The sound echoed down the dark, lonely passageway.

Yelena emerged first, followed by the rest of the fox soldiers.

“Wow,” Binx muttered as he looked around. “This is...impressive.”

Of course, moving here would have the drawback that the foxes would know where they lived. But while Hunter was paranoid about that now, he did assume that they would ultimately end up telling them. They seemed trustworthy.

Who knew where they might end up in a few years? In five? Ten? Twenty?

While he imagined they’d probably gathered the majority of the survivors in the immediate region, there had to be more out there. Other settlements, other cities that were evacuated. Not exactly within walking distance, but surely within driving distance. And he imagined that the Warren, as well as his own leadership, probably represented a more stable situation than most anything else any others could muster up in the face of this apocalypse.

Eventually, they might just make the forest in its entirety their home. Once the wolves and tigers and Trinkets were cleaned out, and the environmental factors were tamed.

“Yelena, override the airlock, lock both doors open,” Hunter said.

“Probably a good idea,” Binx said as she nodded tightly and got to it.

“I like an easy escape route. Not to mention an airlock likely means a sealed environment.”

“Right...we should sweep and clear.”

Hunter nodded. “You all take right side, Yelena and I will take left, we meet at the end of the hallway. Then we’ll do the same for the other two passages, though I think we should put a few people on guard duty while we do, at the two points of ingress from the lower levels.”

“Good idea,” Binx replied.

Hunter relaxed as he watched the soldiers march off silently, their flashlights flicking on, pushing back the gloom. Binx struck him as a reasonable commander, but there was always the possibility that his ego might get in the way. Plus, these were his soldiers, and this was a combat situation. But he was willing to listen to and take orders from Hunter.

As Yelena got both doors propped open and gray sunlight filtered into the long corridor, Hunter looked a little morosely at the stretch of closed doors ahead of him. This was going to be an absolute bitch to deal with.


CHAPTER 7

Hunter’s instincts told him that he was likely wasting time searching all the dozens of rooms upstairs, and they were right, at least on the surface.

They spent close to forty five minutes checking each of the rooms. They swept through all the living quarters, the infirmaries, the galleys, the storage rooms. They didn’t find a single Trinket, or signs that they’d been inside any of the rooms so far.

All evidence pointed to the fact that they had simply gone straight downstairs. And Hunter was tempted to go after them right away, to just get the battle out of the way. But he was happy enough to let them stay down there while the soldiers got used to the environment.

And, if he was being completely honest with himself, because he was kind of scared of the Trinkets.

The idea of fighting them here, within a Warren, even if it wasn’t his Warren, was not appealing in the slightest.

The good news, however, was that this place was actually decently stocked. More of the storage rooms had crates than didn’t, and this was just the first floor. There was a very good chance that this was the jackpot they’d been hunting for.

“Anything?” Hunter asked as he and the others approached the door to the stairwell that led deeper into Warren II.

“Not a peep,” one of the soldiers they’d left on guard reported.

“Perfect. Let’s keep this rolling.”

Hunter led the way again, taking point as he opened the door and slipped inside. He came to stand at the head of the stairs and peered cautiously over the edge. He didn’t see any Trinkets, but he did notice something was off. It took him a moment, but he saw that they had only gotten down to the third floor, construction-wise.

Well, that would make this easier, at least.

Hunter eased down the stairwell, taking the first flight and hitting the first landing. He didn’t see or hear anything, but somehow he could sense that he was closer to the Trinkets. It wasn’t simply knowledge, it was an actual feeling. For a moment, it worried him in its enigmatic complexity. Maybe it was just paranoia, but he doubted it.

Taking the next flight brought him down to the second level.

The door was open.

Tense and ready for a fight, his light off and his nightvision on, Hunter stepped through the door. More vacant hallways, more signs of Trinkets. Muddy bootprints, the lingering smell of corrupted machine oil and old blood.

Still, though, he heard nothing.

They were on this floor, though.

The others came through once he gave the all clear, gathering in a loose knot, lights playing across the stark metal walls and bare concrete floor. While they’d clearly finished the ground floor, it seemed that they had only mostly finished the second floor. He wondered what condition the third level was going to be in.

“We’re gonna stick closer together this time,” Hunter muttered. “I think there’s a few of them around here. They have to know we’re here. I want two people staying back by the door, though.”

Binx nodded. “Monroe, Ross, stay here and keep watch. Make sure nothing gets in behind us.”

The two soldiers, one of them a combat engineer, nodded tightly and dug in by the point of ingress. Hunter led them on. They moved around the big corridor, pausing as they came to the entrance to the security area.

He reached out to hit the button, but something made him hesitate.

“Back up,” he murmured.

Once they had, the tension now very high, he hit the button.

The door slipped open.

The Trinket standing on its other side struck.

It was fast, but Hunter was faster. He wasn’t sure if it was his own reflexes or if he very, very briefly dipped into his ability out of pure instinct, but he managed to whip his assault rifle into play and pump six armor-piercing shots into its decrepit corpse face in record time.

The creature, a former wolf in ripped and stained fatigues, staggered backwards with each step and then flopped onto the floor, twitching as a pool of blood and oil began to leak out of it.

“Holy fuck,” one of the soldiers whispered after several cold, silent seconds had passed.

“Wait here,” Hunter replied, and, very cautiously, scoped out the security center.

He saw that one of the workstations was partially disassembled, but there didn’t seem to be any other Trinkets lurking in the shadows. He turned his attention to the one at his feet. Its face shot the occasional spray of sparks, but otherwise it was deader than dead. Good, a nice, clean kill. Something that seemed shockingly unpredictable for something so definitive as a headshot.

“Come on, let’s keep searching,” he said.

“You sure it’s dead?” one of the soldiers asked uncertainly.

Hunter kicked it and got no reaction. “Pretty sure.”

Reluctantly, they continued their search.

Despite showing some signs of stripping, the central nexus of the second floor held no more unpleasant surprises. After some brief investigating, they determined that the Trinkets seemed to have gone down just one of the three main hallways. There were two sets of tracks, but the mud was mostly gone by then and they had clearly gone in and out of several different rooms.

And, because Hunter couldn’t fully trust that they might not have found some alternative way into the other rooms, he decided they were going to check them over one by one, just like above. This time, he opted to do the door opening, given how that last assault had played out. He stepped up to the first door along the left side wall, waited, listened, then hit the open button.

Nothing happened.

Slowly, he peered into the room.

It was empty.

He stuffed away his frustration upon seeing the vacant apartment that lay beyond. Not as easy to clear out as a dormitory. Slipping inside, he performed a quick sweep and found nothing. Returning, he moved across the hallway to the next door and opened it up.

Nothing again.

Hunter sighed softly. This was going to be so annoying.

They kept working in silence for another twenty minutes, laboring under an atmosphere of tense, ominous foreboding. It felt like working your way through a minefield. Each time they opened a new door, they knew it might hold cold, metal death on the other side. And yet, again and again, the opening door revealed only empty darkness.

Until it didn’t.

Hunter opened another apartment door and if he hadn’t been standing to the side, he would’ve gotten a faceful of bullets. Everyone backed off and ducked instinctively as a submachine gun opened fire the second the door opened. Hunter waited until the gunfire had cut off, then stepped partway into view of the door, just enough so that he could draw a bead, and opened fire.

The dead tiger that stood on the other side took its own faceful of bullets and they chopped it into mincemeat and free-flying gore. As it began to fall, Hunter just managed to sense the second Trinket that was apparently crouched right behind it.

Not fast enough to land a successful shot, though.

The Trinket, a wiry wolf with a dead sneer from a ripped-away cheek, crashed into him and tackled him to the floor. His assault rifle went flying from his grasp and he didn’t have a chance to grab any of his other weapons because suddenly he was fighting for his life.

The wolf still had both hands and immense strength that startled him even now. Hunter had managed to get a grip on both of its wrists, but it was all he could do to keep it from biting his neck.

“Yelena!” he snapped, and then he brought the Trinket’s wrists inward, towards its chest, while shoving up as hard as he could.

The moment she had a clear line of fire on its skull, she put three fast shots into it. The thing seized up, twitching violently for several seconds, then went slack. Hunter grunted as he rolled it off of him and got back to his feet.

“Thank you,” he muttered, wiping his hands off as he peered into the apartment they’d been hiding in. “Fuckers.”

“You all right?” Binx asked uncertainly.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” Hunter replied. He popped his neck, then crouched and snatched up his rifle. “I think that was all that was on this floor, I just saw three tracks, but I could be wrong. So…” He looked down the length of the corridor. “Let’s keep this misery train rolling.”

…

“Weapons check,” Hunter said.

Binx’s squad didn’t complain, not even a little, despite the fact that, so far, no one but him and Yelena had used their weapons. Those three Trinkets had, indeed, been the only hostiles on the second floor. And they had spent a long, difficult, tense hour confirming that.

Once the search was done, they’d gone back to the stairwell and then taken a ten minute break. It was more psychological than physical, the toll that was being extracted from them just by being here in the dark, dead corridors. Though the constant strain meant they had all been tensing up for almost two solid hours now, which did take a physical toll.

As far as he could tell, all the remaining Trinkets were down in the third level.

Apparently waiting for them.

Hunter had gotten a bad feeling coming into this place, and it had only grown stronger since then. While he did relish the challenge of fighting a Trinket or two, he admittedly would be completely fine with it if they went down there and found them all dead.

Well, maybe not completely fine, because then he’d have a lethal mystery on his hands as opposed to a straightforward fight.

He was thinking too much.

Hunter finished his own weapons check, confirmed they all were still in fighting condition, and then looked at the others. Yelena was hidden behind her mask, but all of the others looked haggard and harrowed.

“Okay, there’s about a hundred percent chance there’s a mess of Trinkets downstairs. And about a hundred percent chance that they’re lying in wait for us. So, we’re going to want to take this really slowly and carefully. You’ve all seen Trinkets killed now. Headshots are really the only shots that get you any points. Now, we’ve been lucky so far here. I have encountered some Trinkets that have reinforced skulls that even armor-piercers have difficulty with. So if it doesn’t work...just keep shooting. You’ll get it eventually.”

A few dark chuckles from that. It helped to break up the tension a little, at least.

There seemed to be nothing else to say, so Hunter just led them into the stairwell and down the final set of stairs to the last landing. Again, the door was open. As if inviting them. Hunter stepped up to the threshold and looked around.

It immediately became clear that they hadn’t managed to get much of the third floor built before being forced to give up. The central chamber that housed the control room and security center and the other important rooms wasn’t even fully built. Some of the wall sections were missing and there was a lot of construction material and tools just lying around.

He couldn’t see any Trinkets around, but there were a lot of places to hide.

“Nice and easy,” he muttered.

Pale beams of harsh light played across the busy workspace as Hunter led Yelena and the squad into the third floor. He could hear every sound. They were all breathing heavily, all of them tense and no doubt terrified.

Death seemed to hover on the air like an invisible, odorless gas, surrounding them.

Hunter didn’t even make it to the central room before the trap was sprung.

A Trinket stepped out from behind a partially-constructed section of wall dead ahead of him and aimed a large-bored pistol surgically attached to its wrist directly at Hunter’s head. He was already prepared for it, so it was easy to aim and pop off two quick shots. And then three more when the thing didn’t go down right away.

That did it. The Trinket toppled over backwards, letting out a strange, electronic squealing noise as it died. It was a good kill, but it didn’t seem to matter in the face of the living wave of death they were all suddenly facing.

Trinkets seemed to melt out of the shadows themselves.

They came from the left, from the right, more of them stepped out or rose up from their hiding places. Hunter counted a dozen of the things still standing, though only a couple of them were armed with guns. As he zeroed his sights on the next nearest one and began adjusting his aim, he started to realize what was bothering him.

Because something was. Something about the three Trinkets they’d encountered upstairs had bugged him, but there was no obvious explanation. Now he had it. It was in the way they moved and the way they looked. Something about them just seemed more...put together. A little more uniform. A little more lethal.

Maybe more than a little.

He watched four of them advance on him and trusted Yelena and the others to handle themselves. Hunter squeezed the trigger, punching four shots into the skull of the only one of the four who was armed with what looked like a modified shotgun. The thing raised it in a stuttering fashion and as Hunter sliced a fifth shot into its pallid flesh, it finally gave up the ghost.

Keeping the pressure on as they advanced rapidly towards him, he switched targets and kept popping off shots. He missed the first one, landed the second and third, which sent the thing staggering and caused him to miss the fourth. The fifth and six shots landed, though, and old, coagulated blood burst out the back of its skull, finally killing it.

Then there was no more time for shooting and he tapped into his enhanced state. This needed to end as fast as possible. As the world slowed around him and he tightened his grip on his rifle, it abruptly occurred to him that the Trinkets were faster. Not a tremendous amount, but they were definitely faster.

Behind him, he heard someone begin to scream and felt something wet and warm spray the back of his head. He was forced to ignore it as he bashed the nearest Trinket in the face, cutting a huge, bloody groove into the flesh as he hit it with one of the side-blades attached to his rifle. He ducked under a swing from the second Trinket, gave it a hard shoulder check that sent it stumbling backwards, and then shoved the barrel of the rifle in the first Trinket’s eye and squeezed the trigger three times in rapid succession.

It went down as the back of its head exploded. It also, unfortunately, managed to reach up and grip the barrel before he’d killed it and it tore the weapon free of his grasp as it fell. Cursing, knowing he didn’t have time to grab for it as the second Trinket was coming his way, he turned to face it. As it lurched for him, he grabbed it, twisted, and sent it sprawling as he shoved it onto the floor. Ripping out his pistol, he put three quick shots in the back of its head.

“Hunter! Alpha!” Yelena screamed.

She screamed something else but the world abruptly turned into even worse chaos as something smashed into him from the back. He grunted, feeling rage ignited in his veins like napalm, and managed to get one foot forward and slammed down into the concrete to prevent himself from going sprawling onto his face.

Something strong had him from behind, his arms now down at his sides as the thing squeezed him in a bear hug. This one was definitely stronger than the others. Pulling more out of his enhanced state, he got a grip on the Trinket’s arms, yanked them open, ducked down, and hurled the entire fucker over his head.

A good-sized Trinket, (Yelena had said alpha), flew into one of the metal walls ahead of him and broke it down. Hunter reached down and snatched up his pistol, then ran forward and emptied the magazine into the fucker’s head.

Immediately, he could tell there was a problem. This brain was very reinforced. Hunter’s pistol clicked empty as the beast righted itself and came at him again.

Shit.

This was an actual problem.

Well, he’d solved this problem before. Dodging several times, Hunter managed to get a second magazine slapped in. He dodged once more, then put the barrel to the Trinket’s right eye and squeezed the trigger four times.

And not one of them managed to penetrate it.

“Oh, fuck,” he growled.

Okay, this was a huge problem.

The alpha Trinket slapped the gun out of his hand and then punched him in the chest. He gasped as he was sent staggering backwards, the breath driven from his lungs. Gritting his teeth as he tried to get his breath back, Hunter rapidly began hunting for some kind of solution to this problem. Explosives might work, but it would kill too many others.

He dodged as it came for him again, grabbed its wrist and swung it around, throwing it hard and sending it sprawling to buy himself a few seconds to think. Around him, he could hear the others fighting, and he had a vague notion that they were at least holding their own. He had to kill this thing, and right now.

As the alpha surged to its feet and began coming for him yet again, an idea abruptly came to him. He laughed, then pulled out his combat knife and stabbed it into the thing’s throat the second it was close enough. He just barely managed to tear it out and avoid getting a punch to the face that might very well have caved his skull in, then he stabbed it again.

The blade chopped through the flesh and punched out the other side. Coagulated blood and machine oil oozed out of the wounds.

He repeated the process twice more while dodging, and then he let the alpha come at him. Using its momentum, he grabbed it and sent it sprawling once again. This time, he leaped onto its back and stabbed it through the spine hard enough that the blade punched into the concrete. That seemed to either hold it in place or damage its movement enough that he could do what he had to do.

Digging his fingers into the wounds he’d caused, Hunter began ripping and tearing at the thing’s flesh and the meat beneath it. Finally, he managed to get his fingers wrapped around the top of its spinal column.

Leaning heavily on his enhanced strength, pulling more than was probably a good idea from it, he began tearing its head off with his bare hands. The neck gave with an awful wet ripping sound and the spine broke off and then he fell backwards onto his ass with the thing’s head in his hands. He cried out in surprise as it tried to bite his fingers and tossed the head away.

Knowing he had to keep fighting until the battle was over, Hunter located his pistol, ran over, snatched it up, reloaded it, and put down the surviving two Trinkets.

A sudden hush fell across the room, broken only by several people breathing heavily and someone moaning in pain.

Hunter turned and surveyed the scene. Yelena was still alive and intact, though her suit was splattered with blood. Binx was up, and so were three of his soldiers. Three were down and two weren’t moving. The medic, who had survived, abruptly rushed over to the fallen survivor, who looked like he’d been shot or stabbed in the gut, right through the armor.

“Check them,” Hunter said, and pointed to the two fallen.

The surviving engineer blinked a few times, looked over, then hurried over, shaking off the shock. Binx did the same to the other body, the second engineer. He cursed after checking the man’s pulse.

“He’s gone,” the engineer reported, standing.

“Davis?” Binx asked, looking at the medic.

“He’ll live,” she grunted as she worked.

The man screamed and passed out as she poured some coagulation powder into the gory wound in his stomach.

Hunter was still in his enhanced state, as he’d wanted to be sure the Trinkets were all dead. They seemed to be. Before he dropped out of it, he walked over to the severed head of the alpha Trinket.

It was still alive. Staring at him with one cybernetic eye that was pulsing weakly with malignant red light. He grit his teeth, then raised his boot and stamped down hard on it. Then he did it three more times, going until it was mush and bone fragments and bloody scrap metal.

Then he dropped out of his enhanced state. He managed to at least stay upright this time, but quickly walked over to a nearby crate and sat down heavily.

Binx walked up to the remains of the severed head, staring at it intently, then he slowly looked over at Hunter. “Remind me never to piss you off.”


CHAPTER 8

“Fucking finally,” Hunter muttered as he slammed the trunk on their military truck closed.

He double-checked that it was truly sealed, then locked it, and turned around to face the others. All of his team had gathered around him now, standing together on the cracked, pitted blacktop outside of the dockyards.

“Now what?” Chloe asked. She looked very tired.

They all did, really.

And they hadn’t even had to go fight Trinkets.

It was well past dark by now, and a hard chill had settled over the land. There were no clouds, at least, meaning the moons and the stars were out, providing them with a lot of natural light. It had taken them another six hours of hard work to finish up the job.

They’d finished clearing Warren II of threats, finding none, and dealt with the wounded. It was looking like their seriously wounded soldier was going to survive, though he’d be down for the count for a while. They’d gotten him up to one of the finished infirmaries on the ground level, finding enough medical supplies and equipment there to keep him stable and unconscious while they worked.

They’d loaded down both boats with as much cargo, supplies, and gear as they could realistically handle, then taken them back to the dockyard and unloaded them. They’d debated briefly about whether or not to go back for a second load, but Hunter had pointed out that they wouldn’t be able to even get this first load safely back home, and that the cargo would be a lot safer locked up inside a shelter on an island than a dockyard.

After that, it had been a matter of getting everything loaded and finishing searching the dockyards, figuring out what was on offer, what to prioritize, and what to leave behind, then how best to secure it. They came very close to loading up the remainder of the cargo back onto one of the ships and putting it back in Warren II, but had ultimately decided against it.

The day was late enough as it was, and they had all taken something of a beating.

So now they were wrapping up.

“Now,” Hunter said, glancing at Binx’s crew, “we say goodbye and find a place to bunk down for the night.”

“I have a suggestion,” Janessa said suddenly.

“All right, I’ll hear it in a moment. For now, everyone load up and wait for me,” Hunter replied, heading off towards Binx.

He was tired today, more than he should be. It had been bothering him for the past hour, making him paranoid. He’d used his enhancement, and he’d used it hard, but not for too long. And he’d more or less recovered from that.

This lethargy felt different.

He’d finally teased it out as he’d finished loading up the cargo. It was fighting in that other Warren that had gotten to him. He’d been entertaining fantasies of horror ever since, thinking of how he might handle it if the Trinkets got into his home, into their home.

It had taken a heavy toll on him, even after he’d checked in with Lacy and confirmed everything was still fine there.

“We good?” Hunter asked as he walked up to Binx.

“Yeah,” he replied tiredly, then groaned. “Fuck, I’m too old for a fucking apocalypse,” he muttered. “Anyway, I’ve had my XO back at base drawing up some logistics for the attack based on the info you’ve given us so far. I’ll need to look over everything, but we should be locked. Tomorrow we’re going to actually prep everything, day after tomorrow we’ll make the journey and begin setting up, and the day after that we’ll finish establishing our forward operating base and be ready to work with you and your people on the attack.”

“That all sounds like a plan. We’ll have everything organized and drawn up by the end of the second day.” He paused. “Hopefully. I’m not exactly working with trained soldiers like you are. But we’ll make it work. I just want these fucking wolves gone.”

“Yep.” He paused. “Those fucking Trinkets.”

“Yeah.”

“That was even more intense than I thought it was going to be.”

“They’re definitely getting smarter and stronger. As soon as we kill the wolves, we need to figure out where they’re coming from and bomb it back to the stone age.”

“You get together a plan, we’ll be there.”

Hunter nodded. The men shook hands and parted ways. He walked back over to his vehicles and climbed tiredly into the driver’s seat.

“Okay, Janessa, where are we going?” he asked, starting up the vehicle.

“There’s a few cabins built near a natural hot spring,” she replied. “Hit the road we came in on and drive for about three miles. I know how to get there.”

“Oh shit,” he muttered, throwing it into drive and hitting the road. “I could really fucking use that after today.”

“We all could,” Yelena said, and the others murmured in agreement.

…

“There they are,” Janessa said.

Hunter felt something inside of him, some tension, relax ever so slightly. Not much, but just barely enough that he could sense it.

It felt good.

What was to come next was going to feel better.

“Fucking finally,” Lilia muttered.

“How are we going to, uh, handle this?” Chloe asked.

Hunter pulled up to the end of the long dirt road they’d been bumping along for almost ten minutes now. He parked in the small gravel lot between a trio of cabins situated among a large collection of dead trees. Penny brought the second vehicle in and parked beside him.

Hunter turned on his radio. “This is how we’re going to handle this: first, Yelena and I are going to get out and secure the area. Once it’s secure, we lock down the vehicles nice and tight, then Chloe, Yelena, Lilia, Janessa, and myself are going to be staying in one of the cabins. Probably the biggest one. Penny, Luke, Ryan, you three can figure how you want to situate yourselves between the two remaining cabins. Also, I would ask that Penny, Luke, Ryan, if you want to make use of the hot springs, you do sooner rather than later, because we are going to be making use of them for at least an hour, and we’re going to want privacy. Any questions?”

He waited. Penny came back a moment later. “No, no questions.”

“Good. Be back in a minute.”

As he and Yelena got out, Hunter made a mental note to check in with everyone, see how they were actually doing. A visual assessment had told him that no one was in danger of falling apart, but often it took more than visual assessment.

He and Yelena got to work, moving quickly and quietly through the air. Over the next five minutes, they found no trace of wolves, tigers, Trinkets, or anyone really, in or around the cabins. They tracked down the hot springs, which was clearly a feature of the area, not a coincidence. There was a path that, under better circumstances, would be lit, leading to the springs themselves. There were three of them, one very shallow, the other two deeper, all of it within an area surrounded by a four foot wooden fence. It looked relaxing.

He was going to have a lot of fun in one of those hot springs, and very soon.

Putting thoughts of hot, vigorous sex out of his mind for the moment, he finished clearing the place. The cabins looked about how he’d expect rental cabins to look. Decently clean, in okay condition, the furniture all basic and functional, with a wood theme. Nothing in the fridge and no power, but that was fine.

“All right, we’re good,” Hunter said as he returned with Yelena silently trailing behind him.

She’d been sticking close to him lately, he realized, almost like she was his shadow. She seemed to have difficulty letting him out of her sight.

Have to talk about that, too.

As everyone got out and began hunting through the supplies for enough food to make a meal, he came to stand beside Ryan, who now stood off to one side of the small gravel lot, looking a little lost. Ryan jumped as he realized Hunter was beside him.

“How are you holding up?” he asked.

“Um, you know, fine,” he replied.

Hunter looked at him for a moment, then forced himself to relax. He kept forgetting that he came off as intimidating most of the time, and Ryan had good reason to be intimidated by him.

“I’m not gonna bite your head off if you complain a little. This was your first mission. It’s almost over. You did good.”

“Really?” he asked, uncertainty and hesitation obvious.

“Yeah. You followed orders, you didn’t fuck anything up, you kept up a good work ethic. You got done all the stuff you needed to get done. That’s doing good. So, as your commander in this situation, I need to assess and evaluate how you’re holding up, physically and psychologically. And I mean I need to know how you’re really doing, not how you want to present yourself.”

Ryan looked anxious, but it didn’t last. It collapsed into a look of weariness. “I’m basically fine,” he replied, and this time he sounded calmer. “I’m exhausted, but that’s not a surprise. I’m pretty stressed, but I feel like that makes sense, under the circumstances.”

“It does.”

“And I mean...I dunno, everything went fine, but I just kept living under this shadow of doubt. This constant fear that I was going to fuck something up or something was going to go wrong and I wouldn’t know what to do.”

“You know what to do in those situations? Where you don’t know what to do?”

“What?”

“The best you can.” Ryan continued staring at him uncertainly. “I mean it. Here’s something I learned, something every warrior learns: the only wrong choice is no choice. When the shit goes down, usually your gut will tell you what to do. Not always, but usually. You should go with your gut if it makes sense, and do the best you can. Too many people panic and freeze and just do nothing. Which gets people, often including themselves, hurt, killed, or worse.”

“Worse than killed?”

“Believe me, kid, being a prisoner of war is no birthday party.”

“Oh...yeah…”

“Really, the biggest thing that separates you from any of those soldiers we were working alongside is time. Time and training. And experience. You do another ten missions like this, you aren’t going to feel invincible, but you’ll find yourself thinking ‘I’ve done this before, I can handle this’. It gets easier. Plus, you always have to remember: you’re surrounded by people who will watch out for you.”

“That’s true…” he murmured, looking back at the others for a moment. He didn’t sound convinced.

“You don’t think so?”

He looked back quickly, then looked a little guilty. “I guess...I do still kinda feel like, you know, an outsider.”

“Penny and Luke giving you shit?”

“No, they aren’t. They’ve been really cool, actually. It was kinda awkward at first, but that didn’t last. And no one’s really been giving me shit at the Warren, either. I mean, sometimes I get angry stares or the cold shoulder, but it’s nothing like I thought it was going to be.”

“On average, people want things to be peaceful,” Hunter replied. “It’s a collaborative process, and you seem to be doing your part pretty well.” He took a measured pause. “Once the fighting is mostly done with, I’m going to be organizing expeditions just like this. We’ve got a lot of places to hit and salvage from. It’ll be a lot of driving, a lot of loading and unloading. On average, I’m going to struggle to find people who reliably want to do this. I think this could be your job, for however long it takes. What do you think?”

“Um, yeah. Yes. Definitely. I could keep doing this.”

Hunter nodded. “Good. Keep that in mind. You’re doing pretty well overall so far, so keep that up. Also, seriously, go make use of those hot springs if you intend to. I fucking want in them and once we get in them, we’re not going to want to leave or be bothered for a while.”

“I will,” he replied. “And thanks. I mean...thank you, really, for giving me the opportunity to be here. You could’ve just shot me or told me to fuck off, and honestly, you had good reason to.”

“You’re welcome. Keep up the good work.”

Ryan nodded, still looking awkward but definitely better, and Hunter left him. He checked in quickly with Penny and Luke, and though the conversations were brief (they wanted into those hot springs just as much as he did), he felt that they were both holding up pretty well, too. They were both so different from how they’d been when they had first met. Tougher, sterner, and a lot more confident, too.

It was amazing what could happen in six weeks.

God, had it been only six weeks? It felt like he’d been entrenched in this war for six months now.

Hunter moved to join Chloe and the others in figuring out dinner and getting settled into their cabin for the night.


CHAPTER 9

It was finally time.

The hot spring had been calling to him since the moment he’d stepped out of the car. Hunter could actually smell it on the air, even from that distance.

From the way in which the women snapped to attention the moment he said it was theirs, he could tell they were wanting to be in there just as bad as he was. Which made sense, it had been a bit too stressful for a bit too long. As well as this mission had gone, they were all feeling it this far into the apocalypse.

A good fuck and a soak in hot water would go a long way towards soothing their battered souls.

Now he was walking down the natural path wearing only his boxers, a large towel and a fresh set of boxers being the only thing he was taking with him.

“I’d say I don’t know how you can stand to be out in literally freezing temperatures almost naked, but I do know,” Lilia muttered as they walked.

He chuckled. “Perks of being a supersoldier.”

“Must be nice.”

“It has its drawbacks, but yeah, pretty much.”

“I really fucking need this,” Chloe growled.

“You doing okay, babe?” Hunter replied.

“Yes, I’m fine. I’m just...stressed. I should have listened to you. It was stupid to come on this. I didn’t even enjoy myself, and I kept thinking about things I needed to be doing back home.”

“It’s good that you found out.”

“You really think so?”

“Yes. We’ve gotten through most of it without an issue. You got to go out and see the world again, and now you know for a fact that you’re more comfortable in the Warren. It’s better to know.”

“He’s right,” Yelena said.

“I guess you two would know,” Chloe murmured.

“How about you, Janessa? How are you doing?” Hunter asked.

“Oh, I’m great,” she replied, grinning. “I’m happy, even. Got through this and everything. I’m sad about the casualties, but there’s nothing I can do about it. So I’m just going to enjoy this hot spring as best I can.”

“I assure you, you will enjoy it,” Hunter replied, and she giggled.

“Think you can help all four of us enjoy it?” Yelena asked, and he felt a fingertip slowly caress one bicep.

“No. I know I can.”

“Mmm.”

“I believe it,” Lilia said.

They came to the little enclosed space and immediately set to work getting undressed.

“All right, so…” Hunter hesitated as he watched Chloe’s shirt and then bra come off.

“Yes?” she asked, a small, amused smile on her face.

“Well, I was going to ask who gets to go first, but the answer is you, dear.”

“Because she’s pregnant?” Yelena asked, a sly grin on her face as well.

“Yes. Absolutely that reason.”

Chloe looked visibly pregnant now, and it was clear she had begun to fill out. Her breasts were definitely bigger, her hips broader, her thighs thicker. And as she turned away from him and pulled down her pants and underwear, he saw that her ass was certainly fatter.

“I suppose it’s become even easier to seduce you,” Chloe murmured as she turned back around, now completely nude. Then she shivered. “Fuck, it’s too cold.”

Hunter moved over and helped her carefully down into the water, then watched as the rest of the women undressed.

“I wonder if I’m pregnant yet,” Lilia said as she tossed her shirt aside.

“I do, too,” Janessa murmured.

“Let’s assume no,” Hunter replied.

“Why might that be, I wonder?” Lilia asked, rolling her eyes.

He stepped up to her and slipped an arm around her lean, nude body. “So that I have an excuse to fuck your brains out,” he murmured in her ear, making her shiver intensely.

Yelena scoffed. “As if you ever need a reason.”

He patted Lilia’s bare ass as she headed for the water, then stepped up behind Yelena as she finished straightening up from pulling her panties down.

“Is that backtalk I hear?” he asked quietly into her ear while running a finger slowly down it, feeling the soft fur.

She began to respond, but a shiver ran through her and she lost her train of thought for a moment. When she got control of herself again, she turned around and glared at him.

“You are very lucky,” she muttered finally, then walked past him.

“I am,” he agreed.

Hunter slipped down into the water, dunked his head under and ran his hands down his face, then he got up behind Chloe and kissed the side of her neck while cupping her big, soft breasts in his hands. She gasped softly and seemed to melt against him.

“You’ve been working hard,” he said softly, “let me help you relax.”

“I would...mmm...really like that,” she murmured.

Hunter grinned and switched to kissing the other side of her neck as he began to play with her nipples. She moaned quietly and shuddered against him. As his hand slid lower and he began to pleasure her, he found himself thinking about the fact that she was the first one he’d had sex with. And not because he’d come onto her.

He still found that interesting, and thought that it spoke to the intensity of their mutual attraction. There were things he loved in all of them, aspects and qualities that appealed to him or drew his respect or admiration. He still wondered if relationships were just easier over here, or if perhaps they were easier because of the apocalypse.

Or maybe it was just because he fit in better over here. Instinct. It always seemed to come back to instinct. There had to be things his instincts told him about Chloe, about the women he lived his life with now. That they would be good partners, good mothers, good friends.

And he hadn’t made a mistake yet in that regard. Though, he thought as he flicked a glance at Janessa, who was watching this display with an almost feral grin and looked stunningly seductive with her wet, red hair and her perked up fox ears, he was definitely not adding anyone else after her. That thought made him pause and he looked briefly at Yelena and Lilia.

His two ‘undecided’ mates.

He thought that Lilia was a lock, not that he’d ever pressure her, but she was basically with him at this point. And then there was Yelena…

Chloe cried out and began to orgasm intensely and derailed that train of thought. Probably for the best. Yelena was...very complex. And he needed more time to think about this relationship that they had. Though he wondered if she’d even call it a relationship.

“Now,” he said, gently spinning her around in the water until she faced him. She looked up at him, panting and flushed. “I think it’s time for the next part.”

“I think so, too,” Chloe panted.

“Yeah, I think so, too,” Lilia said, her voice becoming terse, “because I’m really fucking horny right now.”

“Same,” Janessa murmured, still staring, absolutely captivated by the two of them.

He chuckled. “What about you, Yelena? Are you a horny slut like the others?”

“I,” she replied a little haughtily as she crossed her arms, “am not a horny slut. I have...needs, that I would like tended to.”

“That’s a lot of words for ‘horny slut’,” he said.

She narrowed her gaze and pursed her lips.

Hunter stared back at her, then slowly lowered Chloe onto his erection. She moaned loud and long as he penetrated her wonderfully pregnant pussy.

“There’s nothing wrong with being a horny slut. I am,” he continued when she didn’t say anything.

“We all are, in this little group of ours,” Janessa said.

“Yeah, that becomes immediately obvious the first time Hunter and any of his mates are together in their apartment,” Lilia replied.

“Oh, fuck!” Chloe cried.

“Shh,” he murmured, then kissed her as he shifted his grip more to her ass as he kept sliding her up and down his erection, bouncing her in the water.

“I...can’t...help it…” she moaned, panting.

He chuckled. “Janessa, here, come help. Put your hand over her mouth.”

“Ooh!” Janessa came over eagerly and put her hand over Chloe’s mouth.

As soon as she did, Hunter stopped bouncing and began stirring, twisting Chloe around in a circle and stirring his cock around inside of her. The qualities of her muffled moans immediately changed, growing louder and more urgent.

“That’s it, come on…” he murmured, staring into her eyes.

They became unfocused a few seconds later as he felt her wet, inner muscles spasm and flutter. She cried out, still muffled firmly by Janessa, and began to orgasm. He kept stirring her around, holding her as she trembled and shook and spasmed with the power of sexual ecstasy. When the orgasm had run its course, he had Janessa let go of her and then gently slipped himself out of her and set her down on a natural shelf so that her head and shoulders were still above water.

“Oh my, oh goodness,” she murmured.

“Why don’t you get out, actually, you look flushed,” Hunter said.

She nodded, dazed. “Yes. A good idea. Oh, that was a strong one.”

Hunter helped her out of the water and onto a towel. She lay down carefully on her back. Steam rose off her body from the chilled air, but she seemed happy with the change.

“Thank you,” she said softly, grinning at him as she caught her breath.

He kissed her and turned back to the others. “Who’s next?”

Yelena was there and she kissed him, hard and firm, on the mouth. Pulling back, she said, “Since I’m such a horny slut, you’ll have to fuck me like one.”

“Gladly,” Hunter replied, and settled his hands on her hips as she went in for another kiss.

…

“Hunter…” Lilia murmured.

“Yeah?” he replied softly.

The others were asleep now, though he wondered about Yelena. Wondered if she was still awake, still listening. Chloe was straight up passed out. He’d actually had to carry her back from the hot spring. Janessa had been almost acting drunk from how tired she was. To be fair to her, he had really gone hard on her when it was her turn.

“Do you love me?”

Now Hunter turned and looked at her. Lilia was lying on her side, to his right. She was closest to him, while Yelena lay alone on his left side. They had lucked out, the main cabin had a king size bed. Lilia stared at him. She looked calm, though he could sense a tension just below the surface.

This was not the question he had expected from her.

She looked ghostly and beautiful in the moonlight. Hunter thought about her question seriously. It was a serious question and it required a similar answer. He thought about how he felt about her. How he felt about his other mates. About what love even was, or what it felt like. He thought she might say something, apologize or maybe walk the question back, but she didn’t.

She just waited.

He thought about sharing meals with her. Making love with her. The way she looked at him, sometimes. How comfortable he felt around her.

He thought about the fact that she was almost certainly pregnant right now with his kits.

“Yes,” he replied finally. “I do love you, Lilia.”

He wasn’t sure when it had happened. The seed had certainly been planted when they’d first met. He remembered that instant attraction he’d felt. Hunter clearly had a thing for competent women who at least tried to take control of a situation and do the right thing.

It had happened in bits and pieces, he surmised. Each time he saw her, he spoke to her, the times they spent together, it had happened. He’d fallen in love with her just a little more. When had he known, he wondered suddenly?

It felt like right now, and certainly it was the first time he’d articulated it, even inside of his own head, but somehow he knew that he’d known.

Lilia smiled. “I wish you’d told me sooner.”

“I...didn’t want to rush you,” he murmured. “I also hadn’t...quite realized it, if that makes sense? There’s been so much going on-”

“I’m not mad.” He felt her take his hand beneath the blankets. “I’m just...feeling a lot of feelings lately. About you. And us. And I...was wrong. I am ready for a relationship. Or, at least, I’m ready for this relationship.”

“It’s what you want?”

“It’s what I want.” She pressed herself closer suddenly, kissed him, then rested against his chest. “I love you, Hunter.”

“I love you too, Lilia,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head and putting his arms around her.

There was a lot left to do, and some of it was going to be brutal and bloody in the very near future, but here in this moment, he was happy.

They fell asleep embracing, not thinking about tomorrow, but about the times that came after that.


MEANWHILE 05


Yelena was irritated.

She had been irritated in a shocking variety of ways ever since leaving her home country and beginning this forsaken mission. But she’d always dealt with it. Being a spec ops assassin required a nearly unthinkable level of self control and an unbreakable willpower.

Everyone had their own methods for dealing with the baser or more unpleasant emotions. Some counted, some exercised, some went for a walk. Most meditated. It was the commonly accepted form of self-repression and stoic control among the armed forces.

Yelena meditated.

She hadn’t realized it until later in her life, but she’d been practicing a form of it without even realizing it for most of her life. She’d been so angry in her youth. The rages that would take her caused her severe issues.

The sheer number of fights she got into at school was, looking back on it, staggering.

It had just been an everyday part of life to her.

It wasn’t just her, though. Not her ‘being overly sensitive’, as many adults had said while chastising her. There was something about her that had invited confrontation. She had never really learned what that was.

Her face? Her voice? It had to be something in the way she looked. The theory she most enjoyed was that, even as children, her peers had identified her as a threat and felt jealousy at her capability, so they pushed her down to lift themselves up.

She took some measure of comfort in the knowledge that this was actually possible.

But her meditation was not working right now. When she had initially been given advice to force a kind of mental discipline on herself, closing her eyes and thinking specific thoughts until all the thoughts drained away, she had scoffed at the idea. Besides being seemingly impossible, she hadn’t understood how it solved anything.

Bloody noses and missing teeth solved things. At least for a time. But, she was eventually forced to admit, they created more problems than they solved.

Eventually, though, all other avenues of trying to control her anger had failed, and she had been forced to try the stupid thing where she closed her eyes and tried not to think. It took a long time, but eventually it began to work. Going into the military, and then spec ops, had only augmented this ability, and now it never failed her.

Until today, apparently.

Yelena sat in the quarters they’d provided her, down on the floor in the middle of the room, her legs crossed, her eyes closed.

She had been at it for half an hour now.

There were excuses bubbling up in her mind. She was around too many people, this Warren was too cramped. Only she knew that wasn’t a real excuse. She had dealt with worse. Perhaps it was the Trinkets...but she knew that wasn’t true. They bothered her, to be sure, and the growing suspicion that deer tech had been used to make them bothered her a lot more.

It was closer to the issue, but only just.

Yelena even would have gladly engaged with the notion that it was her new friend. Hunter. The mysterious alien from another dimension. She did find herself wondering if she was too trusting, but all her instincts, and all the data, told her it was true. Now that they had rutted, he was on her mind often. And what a joke that was.

The cold, detached, sometimes cruel Yelena Falanski, daydreaming about a boy.

Well, a man. A very tall, mysterious, capable man. Who was very good at pleasuring pussy.

And yet, that wasn’t it.

Of course not, that would be too easy. If that was the issue, she could just go track down Hunter and fuck him in a closet or something. Well, that wouldn’t actually solve the issue, but it would provide...relief.

It was closer to the heart of the problem, though.

Yelena growled and gave up abruptly. As she stood, she tasted that old, bitter taste of rage rising in her like so much bile. She knew some of this was her fault. She’d been pushing herself too hard for too long. She should have taken more breaks, rested longer whenever she found such a place to do so.

Of course, there were aspects of the past six months of her life that weren’t her fault. Like her isolation. She’d spoken to perhaps a dozen people for a combined two hours at most while she had been out here.

Well, before meeting Hunter.

But that was protocol, and no one trusted a deer. Especially not tigers, which was the territory she’d been passing through for the past two months. It also didn’t help that the apocalypse was going on, nor that she’d lost all contact with her people.

That thought sent a shock of fear and guilt through her. She hadn’t even tried to ask them to use the Warren’s communications technology to reach out to her government or chain of command. She told herself it was because she hadn’t finished the job yet, but that was shit, and she knew it. She was far overdue for a sitrep. She also told herself it was because she had given her word not to compromise their location.

That was likely shit, too.

Yelena was smart enough by now that she could not only scramble her present location, but make it look like it wasn’t her fault.

Who was she feeling guilty about, though?

Yelena got to her feet and walked into the bathroom. She stared at herself for a long moment in the mirror. She was too skinny these days. She knew she’d lost some of her strength. All the months of hard travel had taken its toll.

All the years of a hard life had, too.

She stood nude before the mirror and saw the scars along her lean body. There were more on her back. There would be far more if medical technology wasn’t as good as it was. She needed to eat more. At that thought, her stomach growled. She almost ignored it, something she’d gotten worryingly good at doing, but stopped herself.

No, she did need to eat more.

With a sigh, she turned on the shower and slipped inside.

It was the second day after their return from the plains to the west. Hunter was busy doing something else, either tending to the Warren and its many needs, or tending to one of his many mates. Yelena growled as she felt a flash of jealousy.

“No,” she muttered as she ran her fingers through her hair, “I am not jealous. I have him as much as I want him.”

But was that true, though?

She didn’t even want to entertain that thought. Yelena had always been bad at relationships, always. She was too distant, too cold, and sometimes too cruel. After the last one...she had sworn them off. She had fucked that one up badly, and said things she should not have said. Things she could not take back.

Was he even still alive?

Probably. It was hard to imagine her nation falling.

Last time she had checked, before she’d left, he had been with someone else. She had sent him a message, an apology that should have been longer, literally right before she had left the country. She didn’t know if he’d read it or deleted it immediately.

Yelena sighed as she began soaping her body. All this to avoid the real issue.

But it was quite an issue. A massive one.

One of those issues that changed your entire life, if you weren’t careful.

“Just say it,” she mumbled.

She wanted to live here. She wanted to live in the Warren with Hunter and Brooke and Riley and all the others. All the rabbits and lizards, all the refugees displaced and tormented by this savage collapse. She wanted to stay here and protect them.

Because…

Because it was real. Because it wasn’t shrouded shadows and cryptic enigmas. It wasn’t ‘Need To Know’. It wasn’t Top Secret. It wasn’t state secrets and security and shady things happening. It wasn’t assassinations. (Well, mostly.) It wasn’t moral ambiguity.

It wasn’t not knowing.

Not knowing why you were doing this, why this person needed to die, why this explosive needed to be planted, why this thing needed to be stolen.

She knew here. She knew exactly what she was doing when she worked with Hunter. He kept nothing from her. And he could. Really, he should. Not because she would do anything to hurt him or the Warren, but because she might from his perspective. How could he know? He couldn’t. He couldn’t know that he could trust her.

Yelena groaned and turned the water ice cold. She sucked in a deep breath and held it, hugging herself and going rigid as the water temperature dropped drastically. Even after years of putting up with this in her youth, and then putting up with it regularly in training as ice showers were the standard, (to help build resilience), she still fell so easily out of tolerating them.

But a few seconds passed, and she slowly relaxed her body as she remembered that it was not so bad as it seemed at first. And then she began to feel better, feel her skin adapt to the temperature. Yelena stood there and tried to clear her mind once again.

Once again, she failed.

She wanted to live here, and she wanted to abandon her old life. Her country. Her people. Her honor.

“No,” she said, gritting her teeth.

Working alongside or, if she was being truthful with herself, under Hunter would not be dishonorable. He would not do something shameful, nor would he ask her to do it. He would ask no one to do it. He would do what needed to be done, and do it right.

She knew this in her heart.

What would she be abandoning? She had no family left. They were dead or gone from her life. She had no real friends left. Sure, there were several dozen people who would be happy to see her, who would share a drink with her, but were they friends? No, not really. Each time they walked away from each other, they did so knowing, even expecting never to see the other again.

It hadn’t occurred to Yelena exactly how much she missed having friends and family until just now.

Her eyes snapped open.

She was going to have to make a decision. Not now, not necessarily soon, but it became obvious to her in that moment that she must choose. Choose and commit.

Could she even get back home?

Yelena sighed and killed the water, then snatched the towel off the rack and began drying with hard, efficient strokes. She would have to work through this in her own way, in her own time, but she would have to eventually arrive at an answer and then divert the rest of her life to it.

Somehow, she knew this.

“Not for him,” Yelena heard herself mutter as she hung the towel back up and walked in front of the mirror.

It couldn’t be for Hunter. She couldn’t stay just for Hunter. She knew in her bones that a single relationship was not enough to stake a life on. Much as she wanted to believe it. But...she had been wrong before.

Yelena slowly stopped combing her short hair as, for the first time in a very, very long time, she questioned the truth of that little pearl of wisdom.

What if it was enough?

What if he was enough?

To stay here for the rest of her life. To forsake her old life. To abandon everything she...but no, that wasn’t right. It was like her mind was turning against her. She wouldn’t have to abandon everything she believed in, all her ideals and self truths. Maybe some of them, but for the most part, she could continue to live by that rigid code she had established for herself.

Hunter would let her. He would want her to, because he understood. About integrity. About how all you have, at the end of the day, is your word, and your actions. And those had to match.

If they didn’t match, they didn’t matter.

But there was so much to consider, to weigh. Against her old life, and her new life. And her perceptions about those, and how so much had changed in the last week alone. It reminded her of the old saying: ‘some decades nothing happens, and then some weeks, decades happen’. Like it had been building, and now is all bursting out.

Yelena shook her head and finally put a stop to the thoughts. This was too much for now. She’d had a minor revelation and now she needed to let enough time pass for the dust to settle. Pulling a t-shirt into place, she shoved her feet into the sneakers Riley had gotten for her. Clearly used, not that she could complain about it at all.

Lacing them up tight, she double-checked that she had her radio, her pistol, her backup throwing knife, (both of them, actually), and two magazines of ammo. She felt nervous leaving the room so poorly armed, but reminded herself that she was a master of adaptation and improvisation. Even as she stalked the corridors, (noticing the subtle, and sometimes not so subtle, way in which everyone seemed to avoid her), she saw a dozen things she could get ahold of to kill someone.

Maybe thinking these thoughts wasn’t the best idea in a sea of civilians. But it’s who she was.

Could she actually change? Was the possibility even open to her?

No. Not thinking about that anymore. Not yet.

She navigated briskly to the nearest galley and found it at a low tide. There were maybe half a dozen people eating and lots of free space. She walked up to the serving line and found, of all people, Brooke there.

“Oh. Hi, Yelena,” she said awkwardly.

“Hello, Brooke. Don’t your skills normally place you elsewhere?” Yelena replied as she began gathering up some mashed potatoes and gravy.

“Yeah. Rain had to get a scan and the only free time Chloe had for it was right around lunch, so I agreed to step in for a bit.”

“That makes sense.”

As she grabbed some beef stew and a glass of water for her tray, the conversation faltered and seemed to die. Yelena prepared to leave and Brooke began to turn away. But then inspiration struck and Yelena turned back.

“Brooke?”

“Yes?”

“Would you...sit with me, while I eat? Share a meal if you’re hungry? I have, um, a question for you.”

Brooke seemed to consider it for a moment, then looked around the dining area behind her, then grunted. “Yeah, sure. Come on, back here.”

She grabbed herself a big bowl of beef stew and a few slices of bread, then took Yelena back into a small break room. They had the place to themselves as they settled in. For a few moments, they both ate in silence.

Finally, Brooke apparently couldn’t take the silence any longer. “So, what’s this question?”

Yelena had been considering how to word it for a little while now. She felt oddly ill-prepared for this conversation.

But it should be had.

“I’ve noticed that, by now, all of Hunter’s other mates are now, more or less, comfortable with me, with my presence. But you aren’t. Is there something I’m doing to offend you? And, if there is, could I somehow correct it?”

Brooke immediately frowned. Her expression turned embarrassed, then angry, then an emotion Yelena couldn’t quite interpret.

Well, she’d clearly struck a nerve.

“You...aren’t doing anything wrong, Yelena,” she replied stiffly after a lapse in the conversation.

“I was hoping for a bit more to go on than that. Clearly something is causing an issue.”

Brooke sighed heavily, then groaned. “Fuck. This sucks. But it’s not your fault. This is just...part of what goes with being a fucking adult and having grownup conversations.”

She fell silent and stared at Yelena tensely for several seconds. Yelena felt her instincts kicking up in reaction to it, but made herself calm down.

“You...threaten me,” Brooke admitted finally, then looked away. “What you are threatens me.”

“What I am? A spec ops soldier?”

“Yes.”

“Because…” Yelena thought about it for a moment, ran through a complex database of potential facts and notions, and then seized upon one idea. “Because you were the only one like a soldier. Like Hunter.”

Brooke snorted cynically. “Yeah, he figured it out, too.”

“That makes sense,” she murmured.

“Which? That I should be threatened or that he figured it out?”

“That he figured it out. And less why you should be threatened, and more why you are. I...am struggling to think of an appropriate response.”

Brooke groaned miserably again. “That’s because there isn’t one. This is just...a shitty situation.”

Inspiration struck again. “Does it have to be?” Yelena asked, perking up.

“What do you mean?”

“Can we not be...collaborative? Share in our experiences as women warriors? Or just as warriors? Share it between ourselves and Hunter?”

“That’s such an unbalanced relationship, is the problem. You and Hunter are literal spec ops soldiers. Him a goddamned supersoldier. I was in Heavy Security. That’s...nothing by comparison. That’s basically a playground compared to the shit you guys dealt with on a regular basis.”

Yelena pursed her lips. Brooke had a point. But perhaps not as much of one as she thought.

“I believe that things that are important to you do not diminish in importance simply because of comparison. I know we like to compete naturally, but it is often unhealthy. I would rather we both choose for the nature of the relationship to be collaborative. We both have strengths and weaknesses.”

“Like what? What’s a strength I have that’s a weakness for you?”

“Your ability to work with others. I spent most of my time alone or with one other agent. I only really know how to work with other agents. I could not command a unit, not with much success, but you could.”

“That’s...a fair point, I guess,” she admitted begrudgingly. She sighed. “You’re right. It should be a choice. It should be the choice we both make. Because it’ll make everything better. I just wish...my emotions weren’t so fucking stupid.” Yelena made an unhappy noise. Brooke looked back up at her. “What?”

“Be careful what you wish for, Brooke. You do strike me as an emotionally volatile person. No offense intended. And you would do well to temper your volatility. But you must be careful. You cannot go too far in the other direction. That way lies...a deep, dark abyss that sucks the meaning out of your life. Where you no longer want things, you can no longer easily find a reason to continue living. You often walk the razor’s edge along the abyss…”

“Um, wow,” Brooke replied awkwardly. “That’s...I’m sorry, Yelena.”

She sighed. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m mostly in control now. Honestly, I’m doing significantly better, psychologically speaking, since meeting you all. But, I just wanted to warn you to be careful. You’re not only going to be a mate, but a mother, too. And those emotions are very important.”

“That’s...a good point.” She began to say something else, but someone knocked on the door a few times. She sighed and stood up, grabbing her bowl and cup. “Shit, sorry. I gotta go. Need to clean up in time to start making dinner. Um...we finally have the gym all ready to go, you wanna work out together today? Maybe swap war stories?”

Yelena found herself smiling. “I would like that, yes.”

“Cool. I’ll come find you or let Hunter know to let you know when I’m ready.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

Brooke left and Yelena was alone in the break room. As she went back to finishing her meal, she found that she didn’t feel alone.


EPISODE 11


CHAPTER 1

“I believe something is wrong in the forest today,” Yelena said.

Hunter fought not to scowl as she said that. His own mind had been echoing the exact same sentiment for the past hour or so. Which was really pissing him off, because their big rescue mission had been going so well.

He raised his fist and behind him, their big group was brought to a halt. He made the motion to wait and then nodded to Yelena to follow him as he walked towards a hill with a steep incline. Silently, the two made their way up it.

After enjoying the hot springs and a decent night’s sleep, they’d hit the road and come back home to find a pile of work waiting for them. While he’d been gone, they’d managed to pick up about twenty refugees scattered across the forest, surviving however they could. Four of them had actionable intel on where other, larger groups had holed up, farther to the east of the forest. Lacy had been using the drone to confirm it.

There had been three separate groups of refugees, a mix of rabbits, lizards, and even some wolves out there. One had taken up in the very quarry that Hunter and Brooke had investigated near the beginning of this mess. One had built a camp out of RVs and whatever they could find beneath the overhang of a large rock southeast of the forest in some hillier terrain, and apparently one group had taken up in the very shelter he’d awoken in.

Between them, there were some sixty survivors.

Figuring they might as well get this out of the way now, Hunter had assembled a team and gone straight out. Brooke, Yelena, Janessa, and Diane had joined him. They piled into one of their vehicles and hit the road, eager to get the refugees collected and inside. Over the course of the first day, they’d managed to hit all three refugee camps and apprise them of the situation.

They’d all needed time to gather resources and prepare for the journey ahead, which was fine, because Hunter had needed a little more time to gather additional vehicles. He’d been reluctant to use the ones they’d been using for the hauling jobs, and everything else they’d had apparently was in varied states of maintenance or repair.

He, Diane, and Yelena had managed to locate a van and another truck, both of which would be great for hauling people and cargo. It had taken them the rest of the day, but they’d managed to get both repaired and fueled up. He’d awoken this morning anxious about the others turning up, but thankfully Riley and her team had come through and arrived with a small fleet of vehicles just after sunrise.

The next six hours had been a difficult yet surprisingly uncomplicated journey between the three shelters, coordinating and organizing each of the groups into a large convoy. Making sure they’d gotten all their stuff, making sure everyone was safe, making sure no one was left behind. But surprisingly, each time he arrived to get on with it and get the loading started, he’d found no problems. Everyone was more or less ready and organized.

Really, the only problem they’d run into was that a pair had gone off into the woods to track down a hidden stash of supplies and had yet to come back. Thankfully, tracking them was easy for him. They’d gotten the supplies, but had gotten turned around, and he’d led them right back and everything had kept flowing smoothly.

Until now.

When they’d reached the deeper forest an hour ago, they’d had to abandon their vehicles and begin making the rest of the journey on foot.

From the moment they’d started that leg of the trek, Hunter had been paranoid. He hadn’t been able to find a single damn thing to justify the paranoia, but his instincts were muttering and he was trying to listen.

He hadn’t said anything because he hadn’t wanted to worry the others. He’d say about half of the refugees were in a pretty fragile state of mind. And maybe he had his own motivations for doing it. Maybe, just once, he wanted a whole mission to come off without a damned hitch. He was hoping he was just being paranoid because they were so close to that actually happening.

But apparently, he was wrong. Yelena sensed it, too.

As they crested the hill, he found himself hoping that Yelena had simply picked up on his tension and he’d accidentally infected her with his paranoia. But it didn’t seem likely. Yelena was pretty damned sharp about this kind of stuff.

They came to a halt and surveyed the area beyond. He could see the path they were to take. It drifted off to the left, vanishing into a dense cluster of dead trees. Hunter knew that if they kept following that path, they’d be back to the Warren within the hour.

They were so close…

“What are you sensing?” he asked, finally breaking the silence.

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. He glanced at her. She was so hard to read behind that mask of hers. “But I am sensing something.”

“You’re sure?”

“I wouldn’t have said anything otherwise.”

“Hmm.” His frown deepened as he took another look around.

There was nothing. Nothing jumped out at him. No enemies, no vague shapes, no weird smells or odd sights or unsettling sounds.

“Do you have any idea at all what the problem might be?” he asked after another long, contemplative moment.

“Unfortunately not,” she admitted. “The only thing I know is that it’s very quiet. But it’s winter, it gets like that. Beyond that? Nothing. But I know what I feel.”

“I feel it, too,” he muttered. Another long moment passed, then he sighed. “Fuck. I’ve got nothing. We’ve both got nothing. And we’re the best here.”

“Maybe we need to go deeper into the forest.”

“Maybe. Hopefully it’s nothing. Come on, we can’t just keep standing around.”

She nodded in agreement and turned back with him. They jogged lightly down the hill and rejoined the others. He made the motion to keep following and everyone relaxed. Over half of them were armed, but most of them didn’t have much in the way of experience in combat. As they continued following the path, he resisted the urge to call up Binx.

They’d been in contact some of yesterday and all of today. Binx and his group had officially made it to the forest and were, as of three hours ago, setting up at the old Evergreen work camp. But Binx had made it clear that they were very busy getting everything established, so instead he called up the Warren.

“This is Hunter, come back.”

“I’m here, Hunter, what’s going on?” Lacy replied.

“We’re maybe an hour out. How are things on your end?”

“Fine.”

“No problems?”

“No, nothing.”

“Okay, good. I guess...double check we’ve got everything ready.”

“Understood.”

Hunter sighed softly as he heard her sign off. He’d almost wanted there to be something wrong, if only because it would lay to rest the mystery. After a few minutes, he glanced back at Brooke and tilted his head. She jogged up to join him. Yelena had since fallen back somewhere deeper in the crowd.

“What’s going on?” Brooke asked.

“I’m not sure. Me and Yelena feel...something. But there’s no hints as to what it might be. You notice anything out of the ordinary today?”

“Nothing I can think of,” she replied after a moment.

“Figured.” Another moment passed, and he decided to pursue another loose end that had caught his attention. “I noticed things seem better between you and Yelena.”

“Yeah. We...talked.”

“What about?”

“You, and where I fit in all this now that she’s around.”

“And? What’d she say?” he pressed when she didn’t continue.

Brooke pursed her lips, looking unhappy. More annoyed than unhappy, he amended, studying her more closely. “She just...pointed out that we should both choose to be collaborative. Share being the warrior women on the team. The fighters.”

“Very diplomatic,” he murmured.

“I can be diplomatic,” she replied, rolling her eyes.

“You can,” he agreed. “And I’m proud of you for that. You’ve come a long way.”

Brooke didn’t say anything. After a moment, he looked at her. She had an odd smile on her face, it seemed like it was trying, and failing, to be a frown. She was blushing intensely. She flicked the barest glance at him. He raised an eyebrow.

“Shut up!” she snapped. “And thank you! I just…” She let out a disgusted sigh. “I can’t even really take credit, because she’s the one who suggested it. I just went along with it.”

“And that’s very admirable, you taking ownership of that. Admitting that.”

Brooke grumbled something, then turned suddenly to stare at him more directly. “Do you do this with any of the others!?”

“Yeah, sometimes. But you’re just...the best suited for it.”

She scoffed. “Whatever.”

“Sorry, but it’s true, love. Although I think Yelena may join you in that, as well.”

“...yeah. She takes herself pretty seriously.”

“Like you don’t.”

“I never said I didn’t!” she hissed.

He chuckled. “I know, I know. You’ll get there, babe.”

“Where’s there, exactly?”

“Calmer. You’ll even out. It just takes practice, patience, and persistence. And time. But I have high hopes for you that it won’t be a lot of time.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Really. You’ve made some pretty amazing progress in the short time I’ve known you.”

She scoffed again, more intensely this time. “Short time...fuck me, it feels like I’ve spent the better part of my life in this fucking apocalypse. It also feels like it just started. I don’t even understand how that’s possible.”

“Our sense of time is...tenuous. A lot more tenuous than any of us would like to admit. Extreme stress, let alone prolonged extreme stress, can seriously warp your perception of time. I’m right there with you. And I can’t tell if mine’s more difficult or less, given the fact that I don’t have much in the way of memories from before waking up to your face.”

“Was that actually the first thing you woke up to?”

“No,” he admitted after considering it. “The first thing I saw was the sky, and the two moons. Then I saw your face.”

“What was the first thing you thought?”

He laughed. “That you were savagely beautiful.”

She rolled her eyes. “Come on.”

“No, seriously. I’m being serious right now. First thing I thought. And that I immediately fell in love with your eyes, and your face. I still love your face. It’s so...unique. And intense.”

“All right, shut up,” she growled.

Hunter gave her what she wanted. He admittedly did enjoy fucking with her. Maybe a little too much. And she wanted to keep her perception of her dignity intact in front of the new survivors. Someday, she’d learn that it didn’t really matter.

All that mattered now was...he couldn’t think of the right word. He wanted to say ‘humanity’. But these weren’t humans.

Oh well, they were close enough.

In some ways, he felt like they were somehow...truer, to themselves, than humans. They were more real. He was still pondering over that when his radio crackled to life.

“Hunter! This is Binx! Need some backup right fucking now! Wolves are attacking and there’s a shitload of them!”

“Fuck!” Hunter snapped, making Brooke jump as his finger went to his ear. “We’re on the way, hold the line!” He snarled, raising his fist.

“Just hurry!”

Hunter looked at Brooke and saw all the emotions drain out of her as she straightened up. She knew something had happened. She knew what time it was.

“Yelena!” he snapped. “Brooke, you’re in charge. Lead them back to the Warren and get them inside, double-time. Begin coordinating with Lacy. I want you to put together and then lead a strike force of at least a dozen of our most capable fighters and take them to the fox encampment. Make sure you take Janessa and Lilia. Understood?”

“Double time it to the Warren. Talk with Lacy. Assemble a team of a dozen of our best fighters, including Lilia and Janessa,” Brooke replied succinctly.

He nodded tightly. “Check. Go. Yelena, you’re with me. Run.”


CHAPTER 2

They ran westbound.

Hunter had almost grabbed Janessa, but he knew that if it was just him and Yelena they could move a hell of a lot faster. And judging by the sounds of battle he was already hearing in the distance, they needed to move fast.

If anything, they needed to go faster than this.

He almost regretted bringing Yelena because if it was just him he could hit his enhanced state and tear ass across this place probably two to three times faster. But he probably wasn’t enough. At the very least, he wanted Yelena watching his back.

His mind raced as he tore through the forest, ducking branches, avoiding trees, leaping over creeks or boulders. So, this was what was wrong. Only, that didn’t seem right. The bad feeling hadn’t abated. If anything, it had worsened.

Questions assaulted him. How many wolves? Was it chance or was this a plan on their part? How had they found out about the foxes? Had they finally figured out their radios? Was it coincidence? Were they fucked or could this still be salvaged?

What was this going to do to the plan?

Hunter had stayed up late last night working with the others finalizing the plan to attack the wolves. It hadn’t been particularly complicated or intricate, mostly just a matter of figuring out locations, routes of attack, potential patrols around their main base and their dens, and rough estimations of the numbers they should use on each attack.

It hadn’t been the best plan, mostly because there just weren’t enough of them.

We’re not fucked, Hunter thought furiously as he began clawing his way up a hill. He knew it would be faster to just go up and over and scramble down the other side than to get around it. They weren’t fucked. They could still do this.

He reached the top of the hill.

And saw what lay to the south.

“Oh...we might actually be fucked,” he whispered.

“What-” Yelena began, appearing beside him. Then she saw. “Oh.”

For a moment, he simply stared. There was no way. Not now. Why now!?

Trinkets.

An army of Trinkets. More than he’d ever seen in one place all at once. Three times more. Four. Five. It looked impossible, so many twitching, dead things stumbling and staggering through the winter-stricken forest. There had to be some fifty of the fuckers.

And they were perhaps five hundred feet from the fox’s outpost. And closing fast.

Hunter activated his radio in a panic as he scrambled down the hill. “Binx! Emergency! Code fucking red, motherfucker!”

“What the fuck are you yelling about!?” Binx demanded after several seconds of sustained gunfire.

“Trinkets! Five hundred feet! From the south!” he roared.

“You fucking WHAT!?”

“Get ready to cease fire, god-the-motherfucking-damn-shit!”

“What!?”

“Prepare! To! Cease! Fire! On! My! Mark!”

“Fine! Okay! How soon!?”

“Two minutes, max!”

“Fuck!”

The line was cut.

“What is your plan!?” Yelena demanded as they dead sprinted through the dead forest.

“Hasty ceasefire with the wolves! Kill all the Trinkets! Convince wolves to fuck off!” Hunter replied.

“That’s a very flimsy plan!”

“You got a better one!?”

“Nope!”

He didn’t say anything to that. He didn’t have to. This was as good as it was going to get. And, honestly, if he played this right and luck was in his favor, then this Trinket army might actually be something of a mixed miracle.

But it had to go off right.

Everything depended on the wolves. Hunter leaped over a frigid creek of dirty gray water and landed with a grunt. He was almost there. He paid no more attention than the bare minimum to Yelena, knowing she would keep up with him effortlessly.

Almost there.

Almost…

And then he was there. Hunter scrambled up another hill, almost falling twice, slipping and getting muddy until he finally reached the top. Yelena was already there. It was kind of ridiculous how much more graceful and dexterous she was.

Hunter reached down one boot and extracted the special pistol he’d discovered on a battlefield while out organizing the refugees. It was a single-shot grenade launcher, and he’d managed to gather a dozen of the sleek, pill-like grenades that loaded into the big metal tube. He aimed and fired without hesitation, sending the grenade up into the air.

It burst directly over the battlefield. The place looked very different from when he’d last been here. It had an actual perimeter with several dug trenches and hastily-established sections of cover. The foxes were all spread out within the interior, some two dozen of them along the perimeter, hidden among the trenches, fighting for their lives as some fifty wolves encroaching on them from every side.

Silence fell over the battlefield as everyone stopped firing for a moment after the grenade exploded in the air. Hunter couldn’t help but grin, just a little. In his head, a distant voice: You ever want to stop a battle, kid, it’s like stopping a kid from crying. Confuse them. Throw a slice of cheese onto a crying kid and he’ll stop. Blow up an explosive or even an HE grenade over a battlefield, if it’s small enough, of course, and they’ll all stop, going for cover.

It was just as harmful to both sides, so it was really only useful if you were looking for a ceasefire. Or if you had your own army you were adding to the mix. Which, unfortunately, he was not. Hunter seized upon the opportunity as the silence fell.

He saw a few of the wolves preparing to pop back up. He let out a surprisingly throaty roar that sounded more animal than human. He still wasn’t used to being able to do that. The sound echoed over the landscape, and the wolves and foxes immediately ducked back down, looking around in instinctive fear.

“Cease fire! All of you, cease fucking fire! There’s an army of Trinkets coming here from the south! They’re going to be here in the next sixty seconds! Either we work together, or we all die!”

Hunter took a measure of the crowd. The foxes were in on it immediately, but only maybe half the wolves were. Several were peering cautiously over their cover to the south, talking uncertainly with each other.

“Stay here,” Hunter said when he saw that the wind was blowing in his favor. “Provide overwatch.”

“Check,” Yelena replied as she snapped together her sniper rifle.

Hunter began making his way down the hill. “Come on, soldiers! Get it together! Wolves, inside the fox perimeter! To the south! Everyone to the south! I want eyes to the southeast and southwest, too!” he yelled as he came down to join them.

For a few seconds, no one moved. “Come on!” he roared, making several of them jump up. “Move or die, pukes! Move or die!”

That seemed to do it. Several voices shouted for them to move forward and establish a defensive perimeter. Several calls of ‘cease fire!’ came out from both sides, each side indicating that they were willing to set this aside.

Hunter almost laughed as he hopped a bit of fence and landed with a grunt. It was kind of funny, and cool in its own way, how easy it was to take two armies that were hellbent on killing each other, like legit murdering each other, and make them not just work together, but work together well. As insanely counter-intuitive as it sounded, Hunter did have memories of seeing previously sworn enemies actually risking their lives for each other because they’d been forced to team up against a third threat.

It seemed nuts, but he knew it was the training, which was capitalizing on the tribal survival instinct of working together. It made working together second nature, something you did to anyone in a matching uniform. But the thing was, the life of a soldier was so similar across even the most disparate cultures that it became shockingly easy to go from blood-sworn enemy to brother in mere minutes.

As he entered their ranks, it became obvious to him that they all knew who he was. Or, at least, what he had done. They shifted away from him subtly, or not so subtly. They tracked him carefully with sharp gazes. Their body language became far more defensive when they saw him. Hunter wondered just how many of the wolves considered saying ‘fuck it’ and just taking the opportunity to shoot him in the head then and there.

Probably all of them.

Which meant it was a good thing that Yelena was up there, and he was surrounded by foxes who had a personal investment in his continued survival.

Hunter took a measure of the situation as he came around the central building. There was an air of chaos, of two armies simply not used to working together, but to killing each other. Several of the wolves seemed uncertain.

“You three,” Hunter said, approaching a trio of the anxious soldiers, “there.” He pointed to a vehicle parked nearby. “Covering fire.”

The three wolves looked at him for a second, then at each other, then jogged off. Hunter cleared his throat and kept walking.

“Form up! Defensive perimeter, people! You know how to do this! Hostile force of about fifty is going to be coming through the treeline to the south! Expect them all to have ranged weapons! Headshots are the only ones that count! If you’ve got higher caliber or armor-piercing rounds, now is the time to use them! Expect their skulls to be reinforced!”

That seemed to get everyone’s attention and, like a miasma of smoke whipped away by a powerful wind, the confusion seemed to lift. The wolves stopped hesitating and instead hustled into place, dropping down into a crouch beside the foxes. They all subtly kept their distance from each other, and all of them side-eyed the other.

Hunter jogged over to a truck and hopped up on the rear bumper for a moment, taking the opportunity to look around. Good news and bad news. The good news was that everyone seemed to be just about settled into place, the bad news was that a strong wind had kicked up since first getting Binx’s distress call.

The wind was picking up the powdery snow that had fallen last night and was kicking it into a gray-white mist. Which was severely reducing visibility. Hunter stared hard into the mist, but he could see nothing save for the trees. He thought he saw shifting shapes, but quickly realized it was just the nature of the mist.

Hopping back down, he hurried over to the perimeter and ducked down behind some sandbags that had been piled up. He found himself between a fox and a wolf.

“Anyone who’s got grenades,” he called as he pulled out his own two fragmentation grenades, “get them prepped for throwing!”

Lots of shifting up and down the line then. Then silence. Dead silence. He heard nothing but the breathing of those next to him and some shifting around as the others waited for the Trinkets to come to them. He heard a little bit of harshly whispered chatter, but it didn’t last. After a moment of consideration, Hunter pulled out his grenade pistol, reloaded, and set down three more. He didn’t want to go through all of them if he didn’t have to.

“Are we fucked?” the wolf to his left asked softly.

“We’ll probably be all right,” Hunter replied. “What truly matters is: what happens after we kill the Trinkets. You guys gonna turn on us?”

The wolf looked at him, his face a mixture of fear, anger, and anxiety. “Are you?”

“Not if you don’t.”

The wolf pressed his mouth into a flat line, staring hard at Hunter. He was sweating. Finally, he turned away. He wasn’t sure how to interpret that.

“How we looking up there?” he asked into his radio on his and Yelena’s private channel.

“Nothing yet,” came the clipped reply. “Hard to see.”

“None of your filters work?”

“No. Not for these things.”

“Great.”

Hunter stopped speaking. He looked over his weapons once more. One of the frag grenades was in his hand. The other rested atop the sandbags beside the grenade launcher pistol and the three reloads. His rifle was leaned against the bags to his immediate right. He set out a stack of three magazines atop the sandbags as well.

This was probably as good as it was going to get.

He slowed his breathing as he stared hard into the mist. He almost felt like he was willing the Trinkets to appear.

Ten seconds passed. Then thirty. Then a minute.

He frowned. Something was wrong.

They should have been here by now.

That was when the first shot was launched and the side of his head was sprayed with blood as the wolf beside him got his head blown off.

And then the chaos began.


CHAPTER 3

“Grenades!” Hunter called.

A volley of them immediately sailed through the air, flying into the mist and landing among the uncertain shapes of the Trinkets coming suddenly out of hiding. Several dozen of them landed in a random pattern among the trees and monsters.

Hunter ducked down, gritting his teeth and preparing for the worst.

They began going off. The entire area shook with the concussive blast of some sixty or seventy grenades. He kept expecting to hear screaming, but there was none.

Trinkets didn’t scream.

The explosions seemed to go on for a very long time, the blast waves hitting his body again and again. Hunter just kept his head down and waited for the first part to be over. If they were very lucky, they’d kill off perhaps a quarter of the force. That seemed insane, but Trinkets seemed to be getting tougher, not softer.

Then the explosions stopped coming.

Hunter slowly raised his head up. The mist had been augmented, replaced with madly swirling dark smoke. The reek was overwhelming. He could see some of the Trinkets lying still on the churned-up ground, but that was all.

He got back into position and began hunting for targets, as did all the others. That was just the first volley. The smoke continued to rise and roil, showing them nothing. Hunter grit his teeth, still searching fervently for a target, any target.

The waiting began to become unbearable.

Then the world descended once again into a bloody, screaming cataclysm with a speed that even now startled him. Gunfire began slicing out of the smoke, chopping into their ranks.

The urge to kick into his enhanced state was overwhelming, but he crushed it ruthlessly. This wasn’t exactly an emergency and, if he was brutally honest with himself, he only had Yelena here and she could take care of herself.

What really stayed his hand was the knowledge that they might suddenly find themselves in yet another battle as soon as they Trinkets were put down.

As it was, he was going to have to fight really damned hard to keep the casualties to a minimum.

The Trinkets appeared like dead wraiths through the snowy mist. They moved with a sense of purpose that immediately stuck out to him. He’d never seen them so unified, their movements so fluid. They almost seemed actually alive.

Hunter grit his teeth as he took aim. This was going to get bad.

The first Trinket he had in his sights was a rabbit. Its face was a horrifying skull that was missing most of the skin and flesh. Its lower jaw was gone completely. Its eyes glowed a malignant, sickly yellow-green light. It had a blade surgically attached to one wrist, and a gun barrel attached to the other.

Hunter squeezed the trigger, sending out a three-round burst of armor-piercing rounds. Two of them hit its forehead and while they cleared away some bone, they bounced off the reinforced metal beneath. The third shot managed to punch into its right eye. From the eruption of sparks and gore that came out and the way it immediately began staggering into another nearby Trinket, he knew he’d hit something vital.

All around him, gunfire sounded. A hundred guns joined his own. Shotguns, pistols, rifles, machine guns, the high-pitched whine of a few sniper rifles. Even as he was looking, he saw one Trinket’s head disappear in a plume of bright sparks and dark gore. He made a mental note to find out which gun had done that as he lined up another shot.

Maybe a fifty cal. He hadn’t actually found one in all his time here.

Then the haze came over him.

The battle haze. Time seemed to lose meaning, stretching out or lurching forward seemingly at random. Hunter felt himself lost to the war machine his body and mind truly were. Staring down the length of a barrel, lining up shots, watching the twisted, nightmarish faces of the Trinkets disappearing into sprays of gunfire.

He wasn’t sure how long it went on like that.

He heard the occasional scream mixed in with all the overlapping gunfire, but he knew that this was technically the easy part. Trinkets and soldiers were roughly on even footing when it came to ranged combat. Actually, if anything, he thought the soldiers were better at it. Even with this latest iteration of combat models.

It was the up-close-and-personal portion of the battle that was going to be make or break.

Because even he struggled with that.

The Trinkets were dropping. It was slow, far slower than he would have liked, but they were dropping. He shifted aim and popped the skull of his fourth Trinket with a pair of well-place bursts, one in each eye. Chuckling, he hastily reloaded.

And then it happened.

The battle shifted to that second part very suddenly as some two dozen figures suddenly surged beyond the treeline and came straight for them. Hunter cursed and resumed fire. With the exception of the times he’d been scared for his mates’ lives, he wasn’t sure he’d ever been so afraid as he was right now.

Because this was like staring into his own grave.

But he kept a lid on it, because he’d faced worse...probably. Hunter managed to empty the magazine in a series of rapid-fire bursts. All of them landed, and he actually managed to put down two more of the fuckers and seriously injure a third before the wave of metal death fell upon them.

He managed to shoot one of the two Trinkets coming for him before the second one leaped over the barricade he was ducked down behind and kicked him in the chest. He was ready for it, so he managed to stay standing.

“Fuck off!” he snarled, quick-drawing the double-barrel shotgun he’d started keeping as part of his loadout. He stuffed it into the Trinket’s face and squeezed the trigger, giving it both barrels.

It worked, at least. A huge spray of blood misted over the other two Trinkets behind it and while its skull stayed mostly intact, he managed to blow a hole in its face and more or less hollow out the inside. He returned the favor and kicked it in the chest, briefly dipping into his enhanced state and sending it flying into the other Trinkets behind it.

Hunter began punching shots into their skulls with his rifle, switching rapidly between the three of them and keeping them from getting back to their feet. Each bullet flayed off more flesh, chipped off more metal, dug deeper towards that precious brain that was the only thing keeping them going. He worked as fast as he could, conscious of the chaos around him.

The magazine began to get low, and still they were getting back up.

Finally, he popped a shot into the middle one and it let out a wailing electronic shriek, seized up, and went dead. He laughed grimly and shifted to the second one. Two more shots and it was transformed back into a corpse. Twitching his barrel once more, he emptied the magazine putting down the third one.

And just sensed another Trinket swarming him from the right.

Hunter turned, abruptly realizing that he probably wasn’t going to be fast enough to avoid this, and then a shotgun blast sounded worryingly close and took the Trinket in the side of the skull. Another one sounded as Hunter hastily reloaded and took away most of the Trinket’s head. As it collapsed and he finished reloading, Hunter turned to look at his savior.

A brawny wolf in bloodied fatigues stared at him, racked the shotgun, and nodded tightly before hastily feeding some more shells into it.

Hunter nodded back.

War made for strange friends sometimes.

All around him, the battle raged. Foxes and wolves bled and screamed and fought for their lives. The Trinkets were over their line now, in among the actual encampment, moving forward with a merciless implacability. They stared with eyes that blazed with malignant light and frozen steel claws and wide-bored barrels.

But half of them were dead, and even as he watched, another got its head blown off by, he assumed, Yelena.

They were going to win this, he realized. It would cost them, but they were going to win this. And maybe it was a good thing that it was going to cost them. Because as much as he hated losing allies and lamented death, he knew that it might just be the tool he needed to finally get the wolves to stand down. Or, at least, get these wolves to stand down.

Chaos burned, spreading like blood in the water, and Hunter went back to killing.

He found himself dodging as another pair of Trinkets came for him. He ducked, straightened up, shoulder-checked the smaller of the two to send it stumbling backwards, then stuck the business end of his rifle angled up into the other’s mouth and squeezed the trigger.

The Trinket did a juttering jig of death as the bullets punched through the roof of its dead mouth, penetrated whatever metal barrier might be protecting it, and pulped its brains. He kicked the thing away from him, turned, and repeated the action once more as the other Trinket came at him. Then he was right back at it as he saw a Trinket preparing to execute a fox who was too busy fighting. Sprinting forward, Hunter grabbed it at the last second, putting both hands around its head, and then hit his enhanced strength for just a second as he yanked, lifting it up over his head while turning and body slamming it hard into the ground.

Gritting his teeth, he stomped three times, hard as he could, on its skull, each time hitting his enhancement.

Its skull wasn’t crushed, exactly, but by the third stomp it was clear it could no longer hold a functioning brain.

An explosion of pain hit him about the exact same time he heard a sniper rifle bark. Grunting as he staggered forward, caught himself, and whipped around, he just had time to see a Trinket with a portion of its skull blown off. It was still standing, so he gunned it down.

“Thanks for the help,” he muttered as he went hunting for more targets.

“That wasn’t me,” Yelena replied.

“Oh.”

She snorted. “I figure you can take care of yourself, supersoldier.”

He sighed, aimed, and emptied his magazine into an advancing Trinket. Behind it, he saw a wolf get chopped in half by a huge blade sticking out of a massive tiger Trinket’s wrist. Hunter finished off his own Trinket and began sprinting towards the tiger.

“How we doin’?” he grunted as he put the barrel to the back of its head. The Trinket abruptly twisted, snapping around to face him, and smacked the gun out of his hands. “Uh-oh.”

“What?” Yelena replied. “And we’re cleaning up. Eight left. Lots of casualties, though.”

There was no more time for talking as the tiger Trinket came for him, trying to stab him with the two-foot blade. He dodged, drew his pistol, dodged again, and emptied the magazine into its face. That did the trick, at least.

Breathing heavily now, he took another measure of the battlefield.

It was dying down. Yelena was right: there were a lot of non-Trinket corpses spread across the snow and slush and mud. He saw five Trinkets still moving, and even as he looked, one got its head blown off by whoever had the sniper rifle and another was being riddled with bullets by five different foxes and wolves.

Hunter ran to the nearest one, shove the pistol into one eye socket, and emptied half the magazine. Sparks and blood flew, and the thing toppled over.

And then total silence, broken only by the moaning of the wounded and the dying, fell over them like a heavy mist.


CHAPTER 4

The silence didn’t last long.

He heard people calling out, questions asked, and, within about ten seconds, an argument broke out between a wolf and a fox.

Hunter saw that the situation was close to falling apart again. The wolves and foxes mostly looked shellshocked, but they began to shake it off as the argument escalated. He saw guns being gripped, fingers on triggers, barrels being raised as eyes slipped back and forth anxiously.

Fuck.

Hunter let out another loud, deep, guttural growl that had the desired effect. Everyone stopped moving and looked at him, a fresh silence falling over the battlefield.

“Medics!” he called. “Help the wounded, right fucking now! And everyone else: DO. NOT. FUCKING. ENGAGE. What the fuck is wrong with you!?” he snarled, looking around the wolves who had survived the battle.

A few of them looked away. Was it shame or deference?

He supposed either would work right now.

“All right, motherfuckers,” he snapped, absolutely having lost his patience now. “Wolves, to the right! Foxes, to the left! Go there and don’t fucking move! One motherfucker fires a shot and I will personally rip your throat out! Binx, come here! Whoever is left in charge of the wolves, here, now!”

They were rattled enough that no one argued with him. Either that, or they believed him. He considered everything he’d personally done to the wolves since first meeting them. They probably believed him. Which was good, because he was serious.

He was done with this shit.

Binx walked over, looking almost alien with both his sunglasses missing and his eyes wide and just a little lost. He came to stand beside Hunter. They both looked over as a good-sized wolf, almost as tall as Hunter, walked over. Both hands were empty, and he looked like he was trying to be nonthreatening, at least.

“I’ve got you covered,” Yelena murmured in his ear.

“Thanks,” Hunter muttered. “Just don’t do anything stupid.”

“I’m insulted.”

“Sorry.”

“What now?” the wolf asked.

“What’s your name?” Hunter replied.

“Captain Morris.”

“All right, Captain Morris, we three are negotiating a ceasefire and peace talks right here, right now. And we’re not giving you much of a choice,” Hunter replied.

Morris stared at him, then looked over at Binx, who seemed to have regained control of himself and had on a stony expression, apparently content to let Hunter lead.

“I guess that’s a pretty generous offer,” he conceded reluctantly.

“Given everything that’s gone on, and fucking how many opportunities I’ve given you chucklefucks to clear out? Yes. Yes, it is, Captain. I’m going to say it very simply: you, and every wolf in this forest, have twelve hours to get the fuck out. After twelve hours, it’s open season on every wolf soldier I come across. And I will not stop until I’ve found and killed every last one of you. And I absolutely have the capability and willpower to do so.”

“I believe you,” Morris replied quietly.

Hunter found himself feeling a little bad. The man looked...beaten. Exhausted. A quick glance around showed much of the same for the rest of the wolves. He realized several of them were pretty skinny.

“What exactly is your situation?” he asked, suddenly curious.

Morris laughed bitterly. “Well, uh, not good.” He paused, then he looked around. He seemed to see the same thing that Hunter saw in his own troops. They stared back. Mostly they kept a passive face, but there was yearning there, in their eyes. Yearning to fucking put a stop to this. Morris turned back. “We’ve pissed away so many lives and resources on this fucking forest. First the tigers, then these fucking things, then you…” He sighed and groaned.

“So leave. What’s stopping you?”

“Orders.”

“What’s so fucking important in this forest that your command wants?”

“Rabbits.”

“Why?”

Morris pursed his lips, looking uncomfortable. “They make good slaves.”

Hunter sighed, for a moment his rage and disgust surging, and it took a surprising amount of willpower not to just shoot the bastard in the face there and then.

“Well, slavery is bad, in case you missed that lesson in ethics,” he made himself say. “And, more to the point, I will not allow it. And the rabbits can fend for themselves if they have to.”

“Apparently.”

“So, what’s it going to be, Morris? Do we have a shootout here and now, where you and all your people will definitely die, or do you take my very generous offer and fuck off?”

Morris was silent, then he looked around again. Almost all of the wolves were staring at him now, silently pleading, some of them demanding with their expressions to be allowed to walk away from this fucking nightmare.

“...we’ll fuck off,” he said, turning back. “This is so much shit, anyway. There’s been talk of mutiny anyway. Graves is a fucking lunatic, anyway.”

“Who’s that?” Binx asked.

“The Prime Alpha. The one in charge of the entire operation. Fuck, we’ve had a lot of people just run off already. And that’s looking like a good idea. Shit, it was even before this. Nothing is worth this shit. I don’t even want slaves anyway. Fuck,” he muttered, shaking his head.

“Fine then. How many do you think you can convince to join you in fucking off?” Hunter asked.

“Probably most of us. Last I checked, four of our dens were already abandoned. I can send runners to the other four and probably whoever’s left to agree to pack it in. Graves is up at Alpha Base.”

“And where’s that?”

“You got a map?”

Hunter nodded. He already had this intel, already knew where the dens and this Alpha Base was, but he wanted to see if Morris was willing to give real intel.

“This way,” Binx said when Hunter looked at him.

The three of them walked across the way, stepping over corpses, though pools of blood, past medics trying to save those still alive. He saw a wolf combat medic desperately trying to patch up an unconscious fox.

He almost laughed. It was so bittersweet, how easily two mortal enemies could switch in the midst of combat. He was probably never going to get used to that, but in some weird way, it admittedly did give him some measure of hope.

They came to stand inside of a tent over a table, where Binx rolled out a map of the region.

“Here,” Morris said without hesitation, pointing to a valley to the north. The right spot. “Alpha Base is here. Graves is inside, along with what’s left of those loyal to him.”

“Fine. How about those dens? Where are they?”

He pointed them out. He also pointed out a couple of caches that Hunter didn’t know about. The dens were all correct, as well. This was going pretty smoothly.

“So,” Morris said, his voice as carefully neutral as ever, “is that it? Can we go?”

Hunter thought about it, glanced at Binx, who remained as inscrutable as ever. He had a very good poker face.

“Where will you go?” he asked finally.

Morris looked like he was going to hedge. Hunter shifted his stance. It was almost imperceptible, the slightest adjustment, but Morris perceived it and gave up.

“There’s a wolf settlement to the north, about fifty miles. I guess it doesn’t matter anyway, since most everyone knows about it. We’re going there.”

“And then what?”

“And then...I don’t know,” he admitted. “I don’t fucking know. This is a fine fucking mess the elites put us in. And now they’re all probably off somewhere where the war isn’t, or in a bunker or mansion on a tropical island…”

“Why couldn’t you guys have figured that out before slaughtering thousands of innocents?” Hunter growled.

“I...don’t have an answer,” Morris admitted.

“Nobody ever does,” Hunter muttered. He sighed and shook his head, again fighting the surge of white-hot anger. He turned more directly towards Morris, who immediately took a step back and shifted into a defensive stance. “Take your people and go to your city and never fucking return. Any of you. Maybe in fifty years we can have actual peace talks, but given what you all did here...I’m not holding out hope. Just leave. Forever.”

“We will,” Morris replied flatly. He was scared. They were all scared. Good. “Is that it?”

“One more thing: give me all the intel you can on your Alpha Base.”

Morris nodded and he spilled. He spent fifteen minutes outlining the base’s perimeter, defenses, interior layout, and the best way to take it down.

“Okay, is that it?” Morris asked when he was finished speaking.

“Yeah. Go.”

“Let’s go, people!” he called out, turning and walking away. “Right now!”

Hunter and the foxes all remained still as stones as they watched the wolves beat a hasty retreat from the camp. The only pause came from three badly wounded wolves who needed to finish being stabilized and loaded up on stretchers. As he watched them go, Hunter spied a wolf staring at him. He held a fifty caliber sniper rifle over one shoulder and was looking directly at him.

Hunter stared back. He knew what the man was thinking in an instant: I could have killed you. I could have been the one to kill the Hunter. But I didn’t.

He could appreciate that. Hunter nodded once to the man, and then he turned and walked away, joining the other retreating wolves.

Then they were alone.

“Well...that went better than expected,” Binx said, finally breaking the silence.

Hunter turned back to the data they’d gathered, studying it, frowning slightly.

“Are we good?” Yelena asked in his ear, startling him out of the swirling maelstrom his thoughts had become.

“We’re good, but maintain overwatch. Gonna be leaving soon,” he replied.

“Understood.”

Hunter and Binx both looked over as another fox approached and stood at attention.

“What’s the damage?” Binx asked.

“Fisher, Redding, Gardener, and Holston are dead. Garret, Barns, and Nicholson are too wounded to fight. Everyone else is either not wounded or still in fighting condition.”

“Lost seven,” he muttered. “But we’ll have to do a lot less fighting now, so…” He looked to Hunter. “I’m still game if you are.”

“I am. We’re finishing this,” Hunter replied. “Yelena and I are going to return to our home. I figure we give them their twelve hours,” he said, pausing to queue up a twelve hour countdown on his digital watch, “and use it to prepare ourselves as best we can. Once the time is up, we take a look to see if they really abandoned the dens and if they have, we attack Alpha Base. I’ll put together a plan of attack while back at home.”

“You want us to do some scouting of the dens?”

“No, we can handle it with the drone. Patch your people up and get them ready to mobilize. I’ll get back in touch with you about the specifics of the plan in roughly four hours. But honestly...this shouldn’t be all that difficult. Shit, might not even need you now.”

Binx laughed. “Well, I’ll be honest, Hunter: I wouldn’t mind that plan. Those Trinkets...were a lot. I mean, I’m honestly shocked we didn’t lose more, but you and your deer friend were something else. Plus,” he sighed, a little bitterly, “I have to hand it to the wolves. Fuckers can fight.”

“Yep,” Hunter replied. “All right, I’ll see you soon.”

“We’ll be ready.”

Hunter headed out of the tent. “Let’s go home, Yelena.”


CHAPTER 5

The first thing he did as they began jogging back through the woods towards the Warren was to call up Lacy.

“This is Hunter to home, acknowledge.”

“I’m here, Hunter,” she replied.

“Did Brooke and the others make it back?”

“Yes. They’re here and all safely in the Warren. What’s going on out there? Brooke said something about the battle kicking off early?”

“Not exactly. Tell Brooke to hold off, we got it under control. I want you to gather the group for a big meeting. Probably the biggest we’ve had so far. Also, how’s the drone doing?”

“Good. It should be about recharged right now. Though it might do with some maintenance, given how much we’ve been running it.”

“It probably doesn’t, deer tech is built to last, but...caution would be advisable right now. I’ll have a look when we get back,” Yelena said.

“We’ll be there soon,” Hunter added.

“We’ll get to work. Anything else?”

“For now, no.”

They said their goodbyes and Hunter and Yelena went from jogging to running. This was it. This felt significant. And yet…

Something felt off.

Hunter wasn’t sure what it was. Maybe it was that this felt too easy. Some of the intel that Morris gave provided them with a way to potentially end the wolf threat without anyone but Hunter and Yelena doing the killing. Of course, it could all go very wrong. This could be a trap or one of a thousand things could go wrong.

But he didn’t think Morris had been lying. His instincts told him otherwise.

Maybe they’d just get lucky. Maybe it would just be that simple.

He supposed he shouldn’t think too much about it before all the intel had actually been gathered. Ten minutes later, they were cycling through the airlock. Hunter found his thoughts racing, plans forming and breaking and reforming as he considered the data, the tools and people available, the weather, the environment…

He hardly noticed it as he moved through the thoroughfare and no one stopped him as he did, probably seeing how focused he was. It might also have been that Yelena was striding along in full suit and gear beside him. She still made for a very intimidating figure.

After another few minutes, he was sitting down at a table that held all the others he needed to see. The teasing and lightheartedness of the past few meetings was gone. Everyone looked at least some amount of grave and grim.

“What happened?” Brooke asked.

“Something very interesting. Wolves were attacking the outpost the foxes had set up. When we got there, we saw a fucking army of Trinkets moving in. I managed to convince the wolves and the foxes to stop fighting and instead fight the Trinkets.”

“Holy shit,” Janessa muttered.

“That’s impressive,” Chloe said.

“We got lucky. And then we got even luckier than that.”

“How?” Kiara asked.

“I finally managed to convince a sizable portion of the wolves to fuck off to the north, out of the forest, forever. Well, hopefully forever.”

“Okay, that is incredible,” Riley said.

“I’ve given them twelve hours to clear out. Based on what they told me, they’d already abandoned at least four of their dens, and would go and grab or, depending on how ‘patriotic’ they are, warn them. They also gave up a lot of intel. The base to the north, Alpha Base, is where the leader, Graves, and his loyalists are. They are, apparently, insane. And no amount of intimidation will get them to give up. So, you know what that means.”

“We have to execute every last one of them,” Brooke muttered.

“Yes. Now, because of that intel, our plans have simplified dramatically. We might actually have been handed another easy win here,” Hunter said, setting his tablet down.

“What we did with the tigers was not easy,” Yelena murmured.

“Yeah, but it was a fuck of a lot easier than assaulting them head on, or hunting them down over the course of weeks or months.”

She sighed. “Fine.”

“This is the rough map that the wolves gave us. It was drawn from memory, so it’s not very detailed and might be inaccurate.” Hunter synced the tablet with the big screen behind him and sent over the file. The map appeared on the screen.

“Can I assume you’ve already ruled out the possibility that this is a trap?” Janessa asked.

“Not ruled out, but mostly ruled out. It’s still very possible, and how the next twelve hours plays out is going to inform our ultimate plan. Mostly depending on troop movement. The important thing is that there’s a secret way into the base, an escape tunnel. The base itself is built into the end of a valley, beneath a large overhang. It has a lot of natural protection. But there’s a cave to the east. If Yelena and I can find it and get into it, we can infiltrate the base, kill the power, and then start murdering. Ideally, we won’t even need to have everyone else mount an assault.”

“This seems too easy,” Kiara murmured.

“That’s what I was thinking, but sometimes you get lucky. Obviously we’re gonna go over every scrap of data we can in the time we have, but this is too good an opportunity to pass up and Yelena and I are good enough at stealth and assassination that we have to take it. And we might actually pull it off. So,” Hunter stretched and popped his neck, “let’s come up with a plan.”

…

Hunter came awake in perfect darkness.

He activated his nightvision without thinking about it, letting his thoughts settle back into place. He was naked and sweaty and had an equally naked and sweaty woman pressed up against him. The bed felt wrong, though. So he wasn’t home.

Yelena stirred beside him.

Right. He’d gone to her place for a nap after they’d done as much planning and prep as they realistically could.

Yelena shifted, then a bright light flared into being. “We have two hours.”

“Yep,” he grunted, disengaging himself from her and flinging back the blanket. “Jesus Christ, you like your quarters hot.”

“Sorry. It’s just how I’m built,” she murmured, sitting up and stretching. “Also, what does that mean?”

“What does what mean?” he asked as he got up and flipped on the light, killing his nightvision simultaneously.

“Jesus Christ?”

“Oh. That…” Hunter paused. He paused for a while. Then a bit longer. A full forty five seconds passed before he spoke again. “It’s a very long and complex story.”

“Will you tell me someday?” she asked as she stood and stretched again.

“Yes, though you may have some difficulty understanding it.”

“Now I’m very curious.”

“We need to shower and dress. I want to make sure everything is ready.”

She simply nodded and walked into the bathroom. As he joined her in the shower, Hunter almost asked what kind of religion the deer people had. But that thought snagged as it abruptly occurred to him that he couldn’t recall seeing anything relating to religion over here.

He had seen no religious iconography, no idols, he hadn’t even seen anyone praying. Or perhaps he had, but he just didn’t recognize it. But...no, it did actually seem like there might not be religion as a concept over here.

That couldn’t be right, right?

Hunter abruptly realized he may very well be standing at the edge of a vast abyss. He remembered the concept of a society that straight up didn’t have a specific thing (lying, stealing, nationalism) and then one person introduces the mere concept of it and more or less destroys the society on accident.

He felt a little sick as he realized that the concept of religion could actually spread like a virus, worse than a virus, actually, because it was communicable simply via words, spoken or written. For a moment he told himself to calm down, it probably wasn’t like that.

But his mind kept going.

Religion was tantalizing, appealing, and sorely tempting. Because it offered so many easy answers to life’s complex, difficult, and often painful questions. It was malleable. That was one thing he did remember: religion was like a skeleton key. It was magical thinking, and it could adapt on the fly to fit whatever narrative needed because so many people felt instead of thought. He did recall that it was a common problem, people twisting and editing their religious doctrine and tenets to fit the lifestyle they wanted to live.

Religion was a tool and in the wrong hands it could quite literally lead to the end of a civilization or, worse, rise of a fascist regime.

He suddenly felt more sure as opposed to less that there wasn’t quite an analogue for it over here. Because if there was, the wolves and certainly the tigers would’ve been all over it. Then again, wasn’t their rhetoric a form of religion?

Maybe…

But there seemed to be a clear distinction between, say, a dictator and an invisible being for whom there existed no actual proof of their existence.

Fuck, this was way, way too much right now. He was going to have to sit on this and just think about it for a really long time.

He and Yelena finished up, stepping out of her dorm ten minutes later, freshly cleaned, dressed, and ready to go. He checked his watch again. When they hit the one hour remaining mark, they were to reconvene and check out the updated data the drone had given them.

“What now?” Yelena asked.

“We eat a light midnight snack,” he replied.

She nodded and they headed for the nearest mess hall. Given that Hunter had delivered that ultimatum at somewhere around two in the afternoon, their plan was going to launch in the dead of night. Something that should give them more of an advantage.

As they stepped into the mess, he heard someone call his name from back out in the main corridor. Turning, he saw Lacy hurrying towards him.

“There you are!” she said, panting a little as she came to a stop beside him. “Latest drone report is in.”

“And?”

“The last den is abandoned, and there are no wolves in the forest anymore. And, this is the big one: there are only fifty-six wolves in Alpha Base.”

Hunter frowned, looking at Yelena. “That can’t be right. There were over a hundred and twenty last time we looked.”

“I will have to look at the data, and the drone, but I find it highly unlikely that it could be malfunctioning.”

“What’s your advice?” Hunter asked.

“You’ve run a diagnostic?” she asked. Lacy nodded. “All right, I should come have a look at everything myself. But my instinct is telling me that we should trust the numbers.”

“All right, go back and wait in the security room. We’re gonna snarf breakfast and then we’ll be right in.”

She nodded and jogged away. Hunter and Yelena went into the mess hall. For once, he was actually glad that Rain wasn’t behind the serving line, because then he’d be sorely tempted to linger. He’d been finding himself hit by increasingly potent desires to be with his mates over the past few days, and he was simply too busy.

And this was a problem that was going to get worse before it got better.

Breakfast was a pie of meat, cheese, vegetables, and potatoes. He and Yelena cleaned their plates in record time, then made a beeline for the security center. If they were working off faulty data, this could fuck everything up. He’d had Binx’s people and a few scouts of his own visually verifying that the dens were empty and there were no signs of wolves. He needed to check up on that, but so far everything had been coming back clean.

Binx had offered to do some recon on Alpha Base, but Hunter didn’t want anyone getting anywhere close to that too far before the main event. He found Brooke and Riley in addition to Lacy, all of them staring at a workstation screen.

“Well?” Hunter asked.

“Still nothing,” Lacy replied.

“Could it be a problem on our end? Maybe we’re receiving it wrong somehow?” Brooke asked uncertainly.

“No, I just performed maintenance on this thing two days ago,” Riley replied. “And the Warren has a pretty damned sophisticated maintenance alert system. Anytime something starts breaking down, even a little, I know about it.”

“Let me see,” Yelena murmured as Lacy stood and she slipped into the chair. Five long minutes passed as she worked the console. Finally, she shook her head and sat back. “Everything I’ve seen tells me this data is legit.”

Everyone looked to Hunter, even Yelena. He frowned, then sighed. “All right. Lacy, use the drone to keep monitoring the situation. Keep me appraised. Yelena, go suit and gear up. I want you to initiate recon on Alpha Base. I’ll meet you at the designated site at minus fifty minutes.”

“Understood,” she replied, turning away. She hesitated, then turned back. “I would like...a kiss for good luck.”

He chuckled and kissed her on the mouth. She kissed him back, a little fiercely, then she turned and headed out of the room. Hunter turned back to the others. They were all smirking at him.

“Fuck’s sake,” he muttered, “it’s like working with teenagers. Okay, Brooke, Riley, get Janessa and start going over the field kits. Make sure they’re good to go, then get them packed.” He checked his watch. “You’ve got half an hour.”

They both grew serious, nodded, and headed off. Hunter moved to join them. He needed to go get the team he’d put together.

And another thing…

“Binx, come back,” Hunter said after slipping the radio back into his ear.

The very short pause said that the man was impatiently waiting for this call. “Binx here.”

“I’m going to come over in about half an hour and discuss the plans with you. Are you ready to mobilize?”

“Yes, we’re ready. Pretty much just sitting on our asses over here.”

Hunter chuckled. “We’re almost there.”

“We’ll be ready.”

He pressed on, deeper into the Warren.

It was time to end this.


CHAPTER 6

“Hunter, before we do this, there is one thing I need to say to you,” Yelena murmured.

Hunter glanced at her. Something new had entered her voice, something he wasn’t entirely sure how to interpret.

“I’m listening,” he replied.

Yelena wasn’t looking at him. She had her mask on and she was still looking ahead at the secret entrance. She didn’t say anything for a little bit. He waited, though his mind began running through everything one more time, because it always did.

Everyone at the Warren had been prepped and then sent out without a hitch. He had Brooke leading a small strike team that consisted of Janessa, Riley, Lilia, Penny, and Luke. They were presently nearby, kitted out and ready to rush in and provide backup if they really needed it.

His meeting with Binx had also gone fine.

He’d swung over and laid out the plan. Binx and his soldiers, who were still recovering a bit from the wolf-and-then-Trinket attack, seemed very pleased with the idea that they may not have to do a damn thing beyond sit around and be cold.

They, too, were in place. Binx had mustered who he could and marched to the designated spot. He was currently crouched there, hidden behind a collection of large boulders maybe two hundred feet from the base’s front entrance. He initially had been planning on putting them much farther back, but Yelena had done a little recon while waiting and discovered a fairly hidden path that would allow them to sneak from the side into the valley itself.

And apparently it had worked. No alarm was raised.

So far, this was all going according to plan.

He was trying to stop tensing up, waiting for the other shoe to drop. But it wasn’t over yet. It wasn’t even really begun yet...so much could go wrong.

Abruptly, Yelena reached up and pulled off her mask. She turned to face him fully.

She looked surprisingly vulnerable.

“I want to stay here with you and the others. I’m not going back. I’m abandoning my old life. And I want to be your mate. I’m tired of being alone, and it has become plainly obvious to me by now that if you are not a perfect mate for me, then you are as close as I am ever going to get. Will you still have me?”

“Yes, Yelena, I will still have you. Joyously, enthusiastically I will have you.”

She laughed and blushed. “No one else can make me blush,” she muttered, then sighed. “It is...annoying, but I must respect the fact that it is part of having a mate. That being said...I am going to need my own space. However that manifests.”

“Understood. And you’ll have it. And...thank you. For staying.”

“Not like I had much choice,” she muttered, putting her mask back on.

He snorted. “Thanks, Yelena.”

She paused, then sighed. “I do not mean to imply that I have no choice but to be your mate. It’s just, the circumstances-”

“Yelena. I know. It’s fine. And if we had to wait another twenty minutes, I’d fuck you here and now.”

“Would you, now?” she murmured, looking over at him again.

He stared back, then grinned a little wider. “At some point, I absolutely have to fuck you when you’re in that suit.”

“Mmm. That may prove difficult,” she replied, looking down at herself.

“I’m sure we’ll find a way.”

“Wait, do you mean suit and mask?”

“Yes.”

“Why? How is that arousing?”

“It just...is. I’ll explain it later. Or try to. I don’t know. It would just be hot.”

“If you say so. I won’t say no to this. Although I’m sure I’ll have some...unusual requests, farther down the line.”

He had begun looking away but now he looked back over at her again. “Seriously?”

“...yes.”

“Now I am deeply curious about what kind of fucked up shit you’re into.”

She sighed. “It’s less fucked up and more...esoteric.”

“Okay, now I’m even more curious.”

“We’ll talk about it later.”

“Well…” He checked his watch. “We’ve still got ten minutes until we infiltrate. Can you at least tell me one thing that’s bizarre that you want?”

She stared at him from behind her mask for another long moment, then seemed to relent. “Fine, then. I want you...to fuck me while not wanting to fuck me. Like, you’re annoyed that you have to sleep with me.” Hunter hesitated for a little too long. She sighed heavily. “I told you, it’s weird.”

“No, I mean...I kinda get it.”

“Truly?”

“Yes. Sorta. It’s a little curious though. From what I remember, I think this actually is a slightly common fantasy, except the genders are usually reversed. I guess it’s a power play kinda thing? But actually, now that I’m thinking about you acting annoyed and not paying attention while I’m using your pussy to make myself orgasm, that’s sort of doing stuff for me.”

“Mmm...the way you describe it, using...the idea of being used by you, and used with little care for my own desires, is rather arousing.”

“You know...we still got seven minutes,” he murmured, checking his watch.

Yelena stared at him for a moment. “Three conditions.”

“I’m listening.”

“One, you do not orgasm inside of me, or on my suit. Two, I will pretend not to want it and you will ignore me. Three, hurry up.”

“Done,” he replied, setting his rifle aside and scooting closer to her.

They were currently pretty well-hidden behind some large rocks and a dense patch of skeletal bushes. They hadn’t detected even the slightest hint of movement or signs of life in this particular area at all.

“All right, let me just…” he muttered, putting his hand briefly on her fit, suit-clad ass, then finding the zip over her crotch for bathroom purposes and unzipping it.

“Hunter, what are you doing?” she hissed.

“I’m horny,” he replied, unzipping himself and fishing his erection out.

“No!” she snapped.

Yelena was an excellent actress. She immediately sounded completely serious.

“Just lay there,” he whispered, settling on top of her once he had them both exposed.

“Don’t you dare,” she growled. “I will never forgive you if you do this, Hunter. I don’t fuck on missions. Ever.”

“Yelena, stop being difficult.”

He expected to have to maneuver around, but he discovered that she had opted not to wear panties under her suit. Instead, he slipped right into tight, hot, wet ecstasy. He heard her gasp softly as he penetrated her.

“Hunter…” she growled, and she sounded actually really pissed off.

“Shh,” he murmured, pushing deeper into her.

She exhaled sharply.

“Stop,” she whispered.

“Come on, Yelena, you said you wanted to be my mate.”

“This is very disrespectful.”

“Shh.”

She exhaled sharply once more as he propped himself up, as not to crush her beneath his bulk, and began stroking into her. Otherwise, she said nothing. She did nothing. He couldn’t even feel her reacting to him fucking her, which was some impressive control. And he could actually feel her anger in her tension.

Part of him wondered how stupid this was, but another part pointed out that he still had pretty good situational awareness. He still felt confident, even as he fucked her, slipping smoothly in and out of her, that he could sense someone or something sneaking up on him.

While he hadn’t really fucked in the middle of a mission so far, this did admittedly feel familiar. Actually, as he was thinking about it, he got a flashback of a tall, slim, redheaded sniper laying in this position and muttering just do it fast, Hunter, I can maintain focus.

He had to admit, there was something bizarrely hot about fucking a woman that was annoyed you were doing it and more or less ignoring you, but not actually stopping you. Not because she was scared of you, but because you were...beneath her.

Or, really, because she was into it but couldn’t admit it.

“You’re pathetic,” she whispered suddenly. “You can’t even keep focused for a mission.”

“And you fucking love this, you little deer slut. You are so fucking wet.”

“...shut up,” she muttered. She was breathing heavier now. “Don’t you dare come in me.”

“I’m considering it.”

“Hunter, I will punch you in the balls. And I can punch really fucking hard.”

He glanced at his watch, briefly holding himself up single-handedly. Okay, they were on approach to the five minute mark. Time to wrap this up. She gasped angrily as he began fucking her harder and faster. He focused on the sweet, wet drag of her pussy wrapped around his steel-hard erection. Looked down at her suit-clad body, how seductively hot and fit and professional she looked, and…

Hunter pulled out, a little too late, and shot his load onto her back. He grunted, holding himself there above her, wishing sorely that he could have filled her with his seed. After he finished, a moment of silence passed.

“Hunter, did you-”

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t help it,” he grunted, rolling off of her, onto his back, and tucking himself away.

“Well, clean it up. I am not going on an assassination mission with your seed all over my lower back.”

He chuckled, zipping back up, and fished out a wet wipe. Given how much he needed to clean blood off himself, he’d begun carrying them. He tore it open and wiped her down.

“Zip me up,” she muttered.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, zipping her suit back up.

He tossed away the wipe and then settled back down beside her. They now had four minutes until infiltration.

“So...how was it?” he asked.

She was silent for a few moments, then she sighed. “It was exceptionally arousing. The only thing that kept me from orgasming was the fact that I’d have to live with it in my bodysuit for too long.”

He chuckled. “Why do you sound annoyed?”

“I’m not sure.” She was silent for a bit longer. “I suppose it is because I’m still wrestling with the fact that handing control over to you makes me feel vulnerable. And I...have very mixed feelings about that. On the one hand, it is arousing and sexually gratifying in a way I have never quite felt, but on the other hand, it makes me anxious, because of the vulnerability.”

“I understand,” he said. “It will take time to get used to. Time and practice.”

“He says, already beginning to get erect again,” she murmured. He chuckled. “But you are right. And thank you...for being patient with me. I very much appreciate it.”

“I appreciate the same thing.”

She scoffed. “What have I needed to be patient for? I don’t care that you have other mates. That much is obvious to me by now. You give them attention, but I don’t want your attention all the time. Honestly, my relationships have failed in the past because the amount of attention I naturally want to give out tends to be less than the amount my partner wants to receive. You don’t have any annoying habits, you respect me and my boundaries and my needs, you understand me in a way few others do, you’re kind...what do I have to be patient for?”

“I suppose you have a point,” he murmured. “But regardless, I feel like you would be patient with me, if I needed it. And I’m still grateful that you’re going to be my mate.”

“I am your mate. I imagine you’ve already discussed this in depth with your own mates. No doubt repeatedly, from how much they enjoy involving other women having sex with you. And I’ve offered and you’ve accepted.”

“That’s a very good point.” He paused. “Fuck.”

“What?”

“I have ten mates. And eight of them are pregnant, or will be soon.”

“Janessa has a particularly fertile figure, I’m sure she’s already pregnant,” Yelena murmured.

“Yeah…”

“Don’t get horny again.”

He laughed. “Hard not to around you.” She sighed. “That’s another thing you’ll have to get used to.”

“What?”

“Compliments.”

“...yes, that’s true. It will take...time.”

“I get it.” He checked his watch again. “All right, almost time. Up.”

They carefully got to their feet and took one more look around. The dark, dead forest on the eastern exterior of the sheltered valley Alpha Base resided in remained empty. No signs of any kind that anyone, or anything, was around. They had been listening for radio contact, but either there was none, or they had finally wised up to the fact that they were being listened in on.

The drone was still out there. With that in mind, he hit his radio. “Lacy, anything?”

“No. Everything is still the same. No contacts in your area, and I can see you, and the other two groups. So I’m pretty damn confident it’s working as intended.”

“And there’s still fifty six wolves inside?”

“Yes...wait, actually, there’s fifty five now.”

Hunter’s stomach briefly dropped. “Where did he go?”

“No idea. He’s just...not there anymore.”

“Could he have gone somewhere the drone can’t penetrate?”

“There is nowhere in the base that could produce that effect,” Yelena replied. “Not wolves, nor tigers, nor rabbits, nor lizards possess the technological capability to block our drones.”

“Wonderful thought,” he muttered. He thought for a moment, checking his watch again. They were at less than a minute now. A thought occurred to him. “Oh.”

“What?” Lacy asked.

“He probably killed himself.”

“Oh. That’s...a dark thought.”

“Yep. It’s more common than you think in situations like these. Anyway, gotta go. Only reach out if there’s an emergency,” he replied.

“Understood. Good luck.”

He dialed into the channel that they shared with Binx and Brooke. “We’re going in. So far, everything’s looking good.”

“Same here,” Binx replied. “Good luck.”

“All quiet here. Good luck,” Brooke replied. “I love you.”

“I love you, too. We’ll be out before you know it.”

Hunter and Yelena slipped out from their cover and crossed the distance between them and the dark tunnel that served as their point of ingress. Yelena had already gone about ten feet in and studied it intensely during her own recon, and found nothing. Not even any signs that anyone had actually used it recently.

It still blew his mind that they knew about this tunnel and hadn’t done more to conceal or trap it. Then again, maybe only Graves and his top commanders knew about it, and he didn’t want to call any attention to it because of that.

Or, maybe there were traps, just deeper in.

Hunter led the way, his nightvision on. The tunnel was just bare rock, smooth enough to show that the passage was artificial. It didn’t even twist or turn, raise or lower. Just like Morris had said. It should let out into a disused storage room in the basement, and from there they would be able to cut power to Alpha Base.

And then the real fun would begin.

A little over one minute later, Hunter arrived at the entryway. There wasn’t even a door, it was just a hole in the wall covered by something. God, what a shoddy fucking operation. Hunter checked the way beyond with his heat vision and saw nothing, then muscled what turned out to be a heavy, metal storage cabinet out of the way.

He and Yelena slipped inside.

Showtime.


CHAPTER 7

They split up immediately.

Each of them was a living weapon in their own right, and as effective as they were together, in this case, they’d be far more effective apart.

Hunter broke left and Yelena went dead ahead, activating her stealth field and vanishing like smoke on the wind. She was going to take out the main reactor. Well, first she was going to sabotage the auxiliary generator, and trap it, and then she’d take out the main reactor, and trap it, too. Then her job would become the same as Hunter’s.

Kill everyone in the base.

Because unless they found some people locked up in a cell, then they had no friendlies or noncombatants in there with them.

This was very much a seek and destroy mission.

Hunter had both his vision enhancements activated. He wanted every edge for this mission. With that in mind, he paid close attention to his surroundings. From what Morris had said, Hunter had been getting the notion that this didn’t exactly sound like a traditional military base. He’d chalked it up to bases being different over here, but now that he was actually here, he was sure his initial instincts had been right.

This looked closer to a water reclamation plant or perhaps a geothermal tap. Something industrial as opposed to military.

Hunter wasn’t sure if he’d actually find anyone down here, but after about a minute of carefully scooting along dimly-lit corridors made of old metal or pitted concrete, he heard something. A shoe scraping, someone inhaling.

As he drifted closer, the faint outline of a wolf soldier appeared to him through the wall to his right. There was a turn up ahead in the corridor. As he approached it, he caught a whiff of tobacco. Having a last smoke, apparently.

Hunter stepped around the corner, aimed, and fired. He dashed forward and caught the body before it fell, then dragged it off through an empty doorway that led into a bare concrete room that might once have held crates or barrels.

He tucked the body away in the shadows, out of sight, then stepped back out into the corridor. As he did, he was suddenly struck by the notion that this might be the last time he did something like this for a very long time.

Theoretically for his entire life.

And on the heels of that thought came a shockingly strong sensation of fear. Abject terror. Hunter stepped back into the empty room and leaned against the wall. Where the fuck was this coming from? But he knew, he knew exactly where it was coming from.

It had escaped from that lockbox of his darkest thoughts and urges that he kept wrapped in chains and tossed into the bottom of his own personal abyss. It happened sometimes, even now. Perhaps it was because he believed he was near the end of this particular campaign.

The question of ‘could he live with peace’ was one he’d been dodging since it had first occurred to him some time back.

He couldn’t really dodge it much longer.

Could he?

Could he fill his days with training up rookies, performing maintenance on guns and gear, and spending time with his mates and kits?

Could he do it and not go insane?

Could he live without a war?

It was probably an old concern, one that had been with him ever since he had discovered that he was proficient at killing and had even developed something of a taste for it.

Hunter jerked slightly as he heard a chime over his earpiece. Yelena letting him know that she had eliminated the auxiliary generator. He reached up and sent one back in acknowledgment, then he closed his eyes and forced himself to focus.

He was close. They were close.

Regardless of how he felt, this was still a job that needed to get done, and it needed to get done quickly and correctly.

All he really had to do was think of them. Of his mates. Pregnant and smiling. That just slapped everything back into perspective and got him back under control. He stepped back out, pistol at the ready, and continued his patrol.

Hunter was meticulous as he stalked the dimly-lit, dank corridors. The place had the feel of a building that had been long abandoned, for years, perhaps decades even. And then suddenly resurrected. He had to admit, as a military headquarters, it wasn’t all that bad. Certainly there was enough room, and it was well-fortified.

Except for the escape tunnel.

That still blew his mind, but he was sure he’d seen dumber mistakes in the past. In this case, if he had to guess, he’d guess that it was arrogance. Graves must have assumed no one would find it. Hunter thanked the universe for gifts of luck like that and kept searching.

He ghosted through passageways of eroded, wet concrete and stained metal. He investigated storage rooms and several rooms packed with old technology, the walls covered in dials and switches and junction boxes, almost all of them dark and dead. Except for the occasional line of footprints in the dust, it was obvious they almost never came down here.

Still though, Hunter wanted to be thorough. This part of the plan basically called for him and Yelena to work their way through Alpha Base, killing everyone in sight, and then confirm it via Lacy and her drone.

After about ten minutes of more searching and discovering only a single wolf, (sleeping off booze on a cot in a storeroom), and putting a quick end to him, Hunter was abruptly plunged into darkness. Not that he noticed all that much, given he already had his nightvision on. He received the two chimes in his ear almost in the same instant.

He chimed back and picked up the pace.

Now things were going to get a little livelier.

Hunter finished his sweep of the lower level, meeting Yelena by a stairwell. They performed a quick sweep of the area and, judging by the amount of foot traffic it seemed to get, this was probably the main way they used to get down into the basement.

They both hid. Sure enough, not two minutes went by before they heard voices and saw flashlights.

Hunter waited. Seconds ticked by. The voices and light grew closer. They sounded tense, like they were on the verge of fighting with each other. Some part of him felt bad for them. It was small, but it was there. He imagined this situation had to be insanely stressful and demoralizing. Weeks and weeks of fighting in the frozen forest, facing down tigers and Trinkets and everything he’d been doing to them. It had to be obvious to even the most loyal patriot that they were fucked, that it was over and they were absolutely going down with a sinking ship.

Two soldiers in torn, rumpled fatigues came cautiously down the stairs, shining their flashlights. Hunter wondered, suddenly, if he was like the boogeyman to them. If they were living in fear of finding him down here.

Well, at least it would be over quickly for them.

He and Yelena fired at about the same time once they had gotten comfortably away from the stairs. Two gunshots whispered out and two bodies thudded to the floor. They waited to see if anyone else would show up, but no one did.

“How many did you kill?” he asked as they came to stand together and looked down at the corpses.

“One,” she replied.

“Two for me.”

“Hmm. We’re roughly a tenth of the way there.”

“Yep. Let’s bump up those numbers.”

…

This wolf was definitely a fighter.

Hunter kept his grip solid, one hand over the bastard’s mouth, the other wrapped around the hilt of the blade that he’d plunged into his chest. The fact that he was still fighting made him wonder if he’d missed the heart. His struggles were getting weaker, at least. He was pretty sure that he’d hit the heart...the wolf suddenly went slack.

“There we go,” he muttered, lowering him to the floor behind the stack of crates and releasing him.

So far, this was still going well.

About thirty minutes had passed since they’d killed the lights, and although it was clear that the wolves were well aware that someone was in the base with them, they had yet to actually discover Hunter or Yelena.

He’d killed thirteen more wolves. Hunter paused, glanced back down at the corpse, fourteen.

He wondered if Yelena had managed more or not. He reached up and sent a chirp through the radio. She sent one back in acknowledgment. Still good. Hunter felt a ripple of excitement pass through him as he left the storage room and came into a mess hall.

He was getting close now, he could feel it.

Hunter had been working his way through the base, following the rough map that Morris had given them, trying to find Graves’s office. Morris had claimed that the man spent most of his time in there nowadays, and if he could get there sooner rather than later, then he’d feel a bit better having cut the head off this snake.

They hadn’t come across prisoners or civilians yet. Nothing but tired, stressed soldiers in worn, dirty fatigues. Hunter would have felt worse, except that he knew what all these fuckers had been up to. And they’d had their chance to get out.

They’d had more than one.

These fuckers had made their bed and now Hunter was here to tuck them in permanently.

Hunter passed through the mess, moved down another corridor, feeling like an angel of death as he ghosted through their base. He could see everything and they could see nothing, at least not without giving themselves away, unless they had some nightvision goggles. Even then it would hardly even the odds that much.

Stepping into a crossroads of corridors, Hunter checked his surroundings. He got excited when he realized one of the corridors led to the barracks. He recognized that from the map, and he knew where Graves’s office was.

Moving down the barracks access passageway, he paused to peer within. He heard quiet voices coming out of one and saw faint light shining out. Ghosting up and peering in, he saw three wolves sitting around a small table, smoking and playing cards.

“We should’ve gone with Morris,” one of them muttered.

Hunter almost said ‘yes, you should have’ and shot them. But he didn’t. Instead, he pressed on towards Graves’s office. Because it was more important that he killed Graves. While all of these men and women had picked up rifles and put on armor and followed the fuckhead into this war, Hunter knew the truth behind cutting the head off the snake.

It was a metaphor for a reason.

Sure, someone else might pick up the reins, but typically speaking, it took one charismatic bastard to whip up a group of people into action. They were just as guilty as he was, but they weren’t as dangerous. If one of the lackeys got away, it wasn’t that big of a deal. But Graves? He’d talked himself into this position already, he could go up north to the town, do it again. Morris might just shoot him on sight, but maybe not.

The fact that they’d gotten this far into genocide and enslavement and torture meant that nothing was off the table.

That was something that probably bugged Hunter the most about people. He called it the ‘But That Won’t Happen’ policy. Anytime someone who actually had a brain and could recognize patterns and tried to point out that someone or a group of someones was on their way to doing something royally fucked up that was going to screw things up for a lot of people, a certain percentage of the population rolled their eyes, pretending like they were the adults in the room, like they were the voice of mature, logical reason speaking down to childish anxiety.

They always said the same thing.

But that’s not going to happen.

They aren’t going to do that, stop being ridiculous.

And yet, here they were, neck-deep in a fucking societal collapse with countless millions dead, and countless more captured and enslaved all over this world.

The warning bells had been ringing, probably for years, perhaps even for decades, and yet too many people just rolled their eyes, adopted that arrogant little smirk, shook their head, and condescended that ‘it won’t happen’.

And they would do this while claiming, with complete sincerity, that they had arrived at this conclusion due solely to their own logic. Completely ignoring the fact that they had arrived at this conclusion entirely due to their fucking emotions.

Hunter was at Graves’s office door now. It was closed.

He could see the outline of the man’s heat signature through the door. He was sitting at his desk. Hunter waited for a moment, double-checking his pistol. He was tempted to kick the door in and shoot him in the head.

So that’s exactly what he did.

Hunter planted his boot firmly against the door, forcing it open. Graves shot to his feet the moment he did, but he might as well have stayed sitting. Hunter aimed and fired. Easiest thing in the world. The bullet punched into the Prime Alpha’s head, which snapped back in a spray of gore, a look of enraged surprise etched across his features, and he collapsed into a pile.

Turning around, he shot the three soldiers that came to investigate. One after the other, they collapsed into a heap and were still.

Hunter reached up and keyed his chime three times in a row, indicating that he’d killed Graves. Yelena sent one chime back in acknowledgment. He slowly walked forward into the office, came around the desk, and looked down at the man in charge of this whole thing.

He was pretty big. Taller than Hunter was, probably six six or six seven. He was beefy and jacked, his muscles bulging against his fatigues. He had a lot of scars. As he stared down at the corpse, Hunter felt vaguely disappointed.

Just one fast shot, a hole in his head, and his reign of terror was over.

But on the heels of that disappointment came a strange kind of satisfaction. Given how he’d lived his life, Hunter had come to expect certain things. Taking down the leader of an army felt like it should be a climactic battle, something huge and eventful. Except the reality sometimes wasn’t like that. Sometimes it was just…

Sneaking successfully into a base, walking into a room, and shooting a guy in the head.

And more than that, it was what he deserved.

A guy like Graves didn’t deserve an epic battle. He didn’t deserve a big, showy sendoff. Honestly, he deserved a lot worse than he had gotten, but Hunter didn’t have the inclination to fuck around. He turned away from the body, paused, then turned back and put two more shots into his head. Just to be sure.

Then he headed back into the darkened base.

To finish the job.

…

“All right, Lacy, give me a readout,” Hunter said.

He and Yelena stood atop a balcony-like platform at the head of the base that looked out over the valley.

“Already got it,” she replied, sounding both relieved and pleased over the radio, “and you are clear. No more wolves in that base. Just you and Yelena.”

“Damn,” he muttered. “All right, uh, we’re gonna wrap up here, get the salvage operation kicked off. Let me know if anything happens.”

“Understood.”

Hunter let out a long, long sigh and sat down. “My back hurts.”

“My knees are killing me,” Yelena muttered, sitting down beside him.

Hunter ended up laying down, staring up at what bit of the sky he could see beyond the rocky overhang directly above them. After a moment, Yelena lay beside him.

“We’re mates,” she murmured.

“We are mates,” he replied. “Gimme a second.” He switched channels. “We’re officially in the clear. You guys can come up. Front door’s open.”

“I can’t believe you actually pulled that off,” Binx replied.

“Coming up now,” Brooke said.

“We’ll be waiting.” He looked over at Yelena. “And I’m very happy that we’re mates. And that you’re staying. That you’re putting your considerable skillset to use to protect us means a lot to me.”

“I’m glad,” she murmured, then yawned. “I’m tired.”

“Same. This was a lot more stressful than I thought it was going to be. I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, because this went so well-”

He froze as Lacy’s voice suddenly came back into his ear. “Hunter, get home right now. We’ve got an emergency.”


CHAPTER 8

It was happening.

The bad thing was happening.

Hunter fought for control as he immediately made hand gestures to Yelena and got them both walking right for the exit, and fast, too.

Yelena said nothing, simply hurried alongside him.

“How damaging is the emergency right now?” he asked carefully.

“Um, well, not at all right now,” Lacy replied. He could hear anxiety in her voice, but not panic. So it wasn’t completely fucked.

Hopefully.

“What’s actually happening, Lacy?”

“Well, Riley’s team was down in the-”

“Just skip to the end, Lacy, please.”

“Right. Sorry. We found a hole in the wall on the lowest level. We think it leads to Trinkets.”

Hunter felt his heart stop for a minute. It was like someone had thrown a bucket of ice water across him while he was in the middle of the best sleep of his life. Somehow, he didn’t crash to a halt, just kept on hurrying out of Alpha Base, heading immediately for the nearest exit.

“Has there been any sign of them?” he pressed.

“No. We’ve got people watching it right now...what should we do?”

“First, do you have working cameras for that level right now?”

“Yes. Wait, lemme double-check,” she muttered. The ten seconds it took her felt agonizing. “Yes, I have them. We can’t see the hole, though.”

“That’s fine. I want you to pull everyone out of every level, and get them up to the first level. Make sure you don’t make them panic. Tell them what’s going on, but calmly. Have Kiara make the announcement. Make sure everyone is prepared to evacuate if necessary. Seal off the lowest level. I want two people watching those cameras at all times. You let me know the instant there is any sign of activity. Our mission was a success, and we’re coming home right now. Do you understand?”

“Um, yes. I do. Get Kiara to make a calm but truthful announcement. Get everyone on the first level. Seal up the lowest level. Two people watching the cameras. Call you if anything happens. Is that right?”

“Yes. Don’t worry, Lacy, we’ll handle this just like we’ve handled everything else,” Hunter replied.

But he was worried.

He could almost feel his throat closing up, his lungs contracting and refusing to expand, as he was showered by terror.

They were inside the Warren.

They might not be, he reminded himself as they hurried through the base. They might not be.

“Okay. Hurry. Please.”

“We will.” Hunter immediately switched channels. “Brooke, do you read?”

“Yes, I’m here, Hunter,” she replied a few seconds later. “What’s wrong?”

“We have a potential Code Black. Gather the team and go home as fast as possible. Yelena and I will get there first.”

“Oh my fucking...holy shit, okay. Right. Yes. We’re going. Are they actually attacking?”

“No. They found a hole in the lowest level that they think leads to Trinkets. Just go.”

“Check.”

Hunter leaped down an entire stairwell, grasping the top of the door frame and kicking the door open. Continuing his trajectory, he hit the ground hard and kept running. Yelena kept up with him without issue. They were outside now, making their way down the valley. He already knew the route he would take to get home as fast as possible.

He estimated he could make it in roughly ten minutes.

If he hit his enhanced state, he could cut that in half, easily.

Hunter debated for a moment, then put off the decision as he called up Binx. “Binx! Base is confirmed clear, got an emergency at home so we’re all running off. Sorry! Be back later!”

Binx responded, sounding confused. “I, um-shit, all right. Good luck. We’ll be here.”

“Understood! Out!”

Hunter hit his enhanced state and shot off like a bullet.

…

Hunter managed to get home in three minutes and forty nine seconds.

Yelena was still catching up with him, but he was impressed she’d done as well as she had. He found the airlock open and guarded.

“Oh shit, finally. He’s here!” Diane called back through the open airlock.

“Thank you. I gotta get inside,” Hunter replied, pausing briefly to kiss her. “Yelena’s coming, and the others,” he added, then he was inside. “Make a hole, people! Make way! Make way!” Hunter called, dropping out of his enhanced state.

He staggered, briefly, and he heard several people gasp.

“I’m fine, just tripped. There’s shit all over the floor here,” he muttered.

They seemed to buy it, at least. He wasn’t feeling burned out or in threat of passing out, but he also knew that, to a certain point, the general population of the Warren viewed him as almost mythical. And why not? He could do some pretty insane shit, and had.

It was important to maintain the facade, at least during times of emergency.

If the people didn’t believe those in power could actually step up when the bad times came, the society tended to rot from within.

A moment later, he was inside the security center with Lacy and two others.

“Anything?” he asked.

All three of them jumped, and Lacy let out a nervous laugh. “Oh shit, you’re here! Um, no. Nothing. Zero movement of any kind.”

“Good. I’m going to restock on ammunition and supplies. I’m going down there with Yelena within the next few minutes. Brooke and her squad are on their way back. I want you to give them orders to set up a defensive position at the base of the stairwell. Make sure nothing comes up. And if something does come up, I mean you see one Trinket come marching out of the bottom level, you evacuate. Everyone. You get to the Burrow and the other locations, and you call up Binx and ask him for help. I...will probably be able to handle this.”

“...all right,” Lacy replied. She looked lost.

“Stay focused,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder and leaning in, staring hard at her. “What needs to be done?”

“Um...Brooke’s squad needs to establish a perimeter at the base of the stairwell. We see any Trinkets, full evac to Burrow, call Binx for help...do we tell him about this?”

“If you see a Trinket and you haven’t heard from me by the time you’ve evacuated the Warren...then yes. Explain the situation, tell him to send a squad of his best men inside after me and Yelena. But it probably won’t come to that. Stay focused. I have to go.”

She nodded and he turned away, jogged over to the armory and popped it open. There, he began grabbing more ammunition. He didn’t have much time. As he was checking over his inventory, Yelena walked in without a word and began doing the same thing. He noticed she was breathing heavily, but otherwise showed no signs of her bolt through the forest.

He supposed that was a lot easier when you wore a head-to-toe bodysuit.

He was more glad for her presence than he really could have imagined in that moment.

Neither of them said anything as they finished up their tasks. They performed one more check of all their gear, then marched out of the armory and made straight for the stairwell. Just before he left the thoroughfare, he stopped and turned to face the bulk of the people gathered there. The place was packed and crowded.

There were so many people. Hundreds now.

They were all staring at him expectantly.

“We’re going to handle this,” he said, his voice carrying well. “But if we don’t, you will evacuate. We have plans in place. All of you have been through a lot, and you’re stronger now. You can do this. Whatever it is that needs doing, you can do it.” Hunter wanted to say more, but he could feel the insane press of time, and really, what more was there to say? Everything and nothing, he supposed. “We’ll be back soon.”

With that, he was gone, Yelena ghosting along behind him.

There was so much he wanted to do in that moment. So many people he wanted to see. This could be the end for him. It wasn’t impossible. And he had ten mates to say goodbye to, and only one of them was coming with him.

The crowd thinned out and then fell away as they approached the door leading to the stairwell. It was shut and sealed firmly.

Hunter stepped up to it. He put his hand to it, then his ear. He flashed back to doing something similar what felt like a lifetime ago, when they had first cracked open the Warren, just to find it an empty promise.

Well, not completely empty, he supposed.

It had served them well enough so far.

He heard and sensed nothing. Setting Yelena to open it, he prepped for an assault, aiming at the closed door. She hit the button and the door slipped open.

Nothing.

Dead air and still silence.

He slowly approached and leaned out, checking for the worst. But there was no sign of life. No whiff of decay, no faint whirring. Slowly, gun held firmly in both hands, Hunter advanced. His foot found the first step and he moved down it, angling his gun down over the side of the railing and looking into the depths.

Zero activity.

He hit the first landing and checked the next one. Still nothing. Again, he flashed back to doing this the first time.

And then again, just recently, at Warren II.

The next several minutes passed in tense silence as the pair of them descended the stairwell. No sounds came to him. No scents. No sense that there was anything in the stairwell with them. Just tension.

Thoughts were crashing against the mental shields he kept in place over his head. Mostly he was scared of dying, but not because of what he would lose, but because of what they would lose. How much they would lose, how much of their future. Because he did believe in them, believe that they were strong and they could survive…

But he knew the harsh realities of the world.

Especially this world.

And he’d come far in ensuring the land around his people’s home was safe. But not far enough. Not yet. There was still so much more to do, and so many things that could go wrong. And yet, at no point did the notion of stopping ever even approach his mind.

Because he had to do this.

There simply was no alternative.

They reached the bottom. Still only a still solitude greeted them.

Hunter waited a few seconds after clearing the immediate area. He became utterly still, and so did Yelena, and he listened. There must be something, some sense or sign of the Trinkets. It occurred to him, suddenly, that he didn’t know why they thought it led to Trinkets. Nor did he actually know where this hole was.

He touched the radio in his ear. “Lacy, where’s the hole?”

“Oh! Um...left. Follow the first corridor to your left to the end. It’s in the room at the end.”

“Good. We’re at the entrance to the lowest level, still no signs. Why did they think there were Trinkets inside?”

“It smelled like death and it was clear they’d walked the tunnel at some point,” Lacy replied.

“Understood. I’ll do a comm check when I go into the tunnel.”

“I’ll be listening.”

Hunter led Yelena on. Part of him wondered if maybe he should bring someone else, but the thought was stillborn. There was no one else. Honestly, he was anxious about bringing Yelena, but she could watch after herself and she was the only one even close to his level.

They entered the lowest level.

A quick sweep revealed more nothing. Hunter moved to the left, advancing steadily down the corridor, pausing to check every potential hiding spot. But as he approached the room at the end of the passageway, he surmised that if there were Trinkets, they hadn’t come out yet.

Not unless there’d been some huge leap in their stealth abilities.

Stepping up to the door, which was still open, Hunter found himself for once wishing against an anticlimax. He hoped there was something in there. He hoped that the answer to what lay beyond this threshold was the dark heart of the Trinkets. Of course, that was probably wishful thinking. Why would the central operation of the Trinket operation be located under the Warren? You’d think it’d be more defended, or closed-

“Oh no,” he whispered.

“What?” Yelena replied immediately.

“Wait one,” Hunter replied, and leaned out to look into the room beyond.

It wasn’t very big. It didn’t contain any of the main pieces of tech that ran the Warren. He wondered how they’d found it if they’d been working elsewhere, but when he saw the abandoned toolkit on the floor, he figured someone had probably come in to fix something distantly related to it, a blown fuse or damaged circuitboard or any one of another thousand things that might’ve gone wrong.

The tunnel itself lay behind a bulky piece of tech that was not actually affixed to the wall. It was partially dragged out of the way. And there was indeed a hole in the wall, a square hole cut into the concrete that led into a natural tunnel. It lacked the hasty, sloppy work of the Trinkets, and looked like it had been created by the original team.

Maybe they’d intended to expand the Warren eventually. It was a nice thought, honestly. Maybe they could take that over, figure out a more long-term solution for their population problem. If they could solve this far more short-term problem.

“Cover,” he whispered.

“Covered,” Yelena replied as she moved into position, a sleek submachine gun grasped tightly in her gloved hands.

Hunter grabbed the equipment and hauled it more out of the way, to admit his large frame passage. It made a painfully loud scraping sound. Well, couldn’t be avoided. He waited to see if anything would come screaming out of the darkened tunnel beyond, but nothing did.

He and Yelena stood there for a bit, their guns aimed at the unknown of the raw rock tunnel beyond. He could see signs of the Trinkets: footprints and bootprints in the dirt, old blood and bits of flesh, a few pieces of scrap metal reflected their light back to them.

And the smell. He could smell the reek of old machine oil and burned flesh and decay. It was faint but it was there.

“Okay,” he muttered, turning to Yelena. “When we found the Warren, we eventually discovered that the lowest level had been completely sealed off, and obviously by the Trinkets. We had to cut a lot to get in here. For the longest time, I couldn’t figure out why they’d do it. Why they’d just seal off the lowest level and also leave it. But what if they never left? We haven’t been able to find anything resembling an HQ or a command module or a core, something running them. What if that’s because it’s been here, under the Warren, the whole time?”

“That is a very miserable thought,” she muttered.

“Yeah. Tell me about it. Fuck.”

For a moment, he turned back to the tunnel and stared down its shadowed length. God, he did fucking not want to go in there.

And yet, some part of him desperately yearned to.

“We’re at the tunnel,” Hunter said into his radio. “We’re heading in now.”

“Okay. Brooke radioed to say they were almost there,” Lacy replied.

“Understood. We’re going inside now. We’ll try to keep in touch, but I don’t know how long the radio will stay functional.”

“I understand.”

Hunter glanced briefly at Yelena. Her expression was unreadable behind her flat black mask, but her body language betrayed anxiety.

“You ready?” he asked.

“I’m ready,” she replied tightly.

“Then let’s get this over with.”


CHAPTER 9

Something was waiting for them.

Hunter was sure of it.

The moment he crossed the threshold and stepped into the actual tunnel, it was like the knowledge had been placed in his head. Something was aware of them. He had no idea how he knew, but he did know. He wanted to ask Yelena if she felt the same thing, but resisted the urge.

Right now, making as little sound as possible seemed like the smart thing to do.

The bladed assault rifle was not as much of a reassurance as it had been just a few seconds ago. Hunter pulled his mind back into order. This was likely a very do-or-die moment. What he did here could make or break everything he’d worked for.

Slowly, he began walking down the tunnel.

It was vaguely chill, and beneath the stale rocky haze that most caves seemed to possess, beneath the machine oil and the decay, he tried to smell other things. He thought he could, but they were far too faint, even for his senses.

He pressed on, gradually picking up pace. The tunnel curved around to the right. Every step he took, that sense of awareness grew. In some way, he knew they had found it. The malignant core of the Trinkets.

It was time to rip it out and destroy it in totality.

Despite everything, the fear, the horror, the anxiety, the skin-crawling dread of fucking this up and losing everything he had worked to build, he was deeply curious.

Because out of all the things he’d encountered in this new world, this was the one anomaly. Everything else made sense. Or, at the very least, it fit. Everything else he’d run into, every person and place and thing, every gun and vehicle and piece of tech, he got it. It all fit nicely into his understanding of the world around him, and if it didn’t, it usually didn’t take very long for the adjustment to be made.

But the Trinkets…

They were the enigma. The anomaly.

The spike to the punch of this universe.

And he wanted to know. Sure, he wanted to kill it, but he wanted to know. He wondered if that was a him thing or a human thing.

Or, shit, just a universal sentient thing.

Hunter came to the curve. Nothing revealed itself to him. He leaned around, ready to strike, and found himself looking into a cavern about the size of his apartment. What he saw confirmed his initial suspicion.

Tools. Crates. Tables scattered with parts and tech and more tools. A few port-a-potties had been stuck in a row along the right wall. It had obviously been rifled through, and it was clear from the old blood smeared on everything that the Trinkets had been through. Everything had a hectic, disordered appearance to it.

Something was bugging Hunter. Something different, separate to all that was happening right now, yet somehow related.

He frowned as he and Yelena began carefully clearing the room. They found nothing of significance and stood before the single other way out, another tunnel, five minutes later. Hunter activated the radio.

“We’re inside, so far it’s clear, but there’s stuff down here, Lacy. Did you know they were going to expand the Warren?”

When her response came, it was laced with static, but still basically understandable. “No, as far as I knew, the Warren was complete. You’re sure it’s not just Trinket stuff?”

“Pretty sure. This has the appearance of a place created by normal people, then taken over by the Trinkets. We’re heading deeper in.”

“Okay...be careful.”

“Yep.”

Hunter led Yelena on. They moved through another short tunnel and came to another chamber that looked like it had been made habitable at some point in the past. Or, at least, an attempt had been made. A gridwork of metal tiling had been laid down, though not finished. It covered maybe half the room. Worklights, now dead, had been hung up on the walls and ceiling.

This place had been more thoroughly ransacked. All that was really left were bits of scrap metal and trash. There were three more tunnels, snaking away into the gloom. Still, they heard nothing, saw nothing.

Yet he sensed everything.

Hunter looked back over his shoulder, as paranoid as ever, but there was nothing.

“Are you all right?” Yelena murmured.

“Yeah, just...I feel like I’m being watched. I’m sure I’m being watched. But, I don’t know, it feels different this time. Different than anything else I’ve felt before. Different even than when it was you hunting me.”

“Hmm. I do sense a presence, but I cannot say it’s a particularly different sensation than my usual instincts.” A moment passed. “What do you want to do?”

He sighed. “We have to search this place. I’m convinced that whatever controls the Trinkets is down here. And we need to end it.”

He almost added: Which is why I grabbed the explosives, but bit his tongue. No idea who, or what, might be listening.

“Then let us search,” Yelena replied.

He nodded. She was right. He was hesitating, and he was the leader of this mission. Every second they wasted was another second the enemy might be completing whatever plan they had. She was prodding him to keep going.

So he kept going.

His instincts told him to take the left-most tunnel, the smallest one. But he decided to save that for last. The first tunnel led into what seemed to be storage. If it had been something else once, now it was storage. For Trinkets.

The smell was pretty bad.

There were scraps of people everywhere. Some were in piles. This was where they had been dragging bodies off to. Or, at least, one of the places. He very much envied Yelena’s mask in that moment.

The area held nothing but spare parts, both metal and flesh. They ended up back where they started and Hunter moved down the next one. He told himself he wanted to clear the place out first, so that nothing snuck up on him, but he knew the truth.

He was scared.

Beneath the other feelings, he knew that he feared what waited for him down that third and final tunnel.

Why he did, he wasn’t sure, but he did.

And where were the Trinkets? As they moved down the second tunnel, this time coming into a larger cavern packed with tables, crates, and a vast assortment of stuff, they didn’t find a single Trinket waiting for them.

This, he realized at once, was another lab for cooking up more of the horrors. There were pieces of people laid out on several of the tables like cuts of meat in a butcher’s shop. Blood caked everything. He saw hands and limbs and intestines and heads and torsos in varying states of decay. Tools and metal and wiring and circuitboards and other, more intricate things.

But no Trinkets.

He and Yelena finished their sweep of the area and yet again returned to their point of origin. Slowly, they came to stand before the last tunnel.

“Be ready,” he muttered. “Whatever it is...I think it’s gonna be bad.”

“I’m ready,” Yelena replied tightly.

As he took one more look around the cavern to see if there was something he missed, and to put this off just a few seconds longer, something caught his eye. Frowning, he walked across the way to one of the tables scattered with things.

“What is it?” Yelena murmured.

“I’m not sure…”

It was an ID badge, he realized as he slowly picked it up. Why was that significant? Hunter wiped it off on his pants and studied it. The ID belonged to someone named Peter Anderson. Pretty generic name. But it was the seal stamped on the upper right corner that he recognized. A pair of rabbit ears with a thin circle around them, done in blue-gold.

It looked very official, and he had seen it somewhere before. But where? What the hell was it?

And then he had it.

Kiara’s government credentials, from way back at the start of this. That had bothered him from the beginning. It was clear they must have been involved in the building of the Warren, and had likely been the ones to initiate the project, secretly contracting to Evergreen to do the actual labor.

“Hunter, what’s going on?” Yelena demanded.

He sighed and tossed it back down, walking over to her. “Back at the start of this, Kiara managed to get into Evergreen’s database with government credentials. That always bugged me.”

“Well, it would make sense that they would be involved with something like this,” Yelena replied uncertainly, like she was missing something obvious. “What difference does it make?”

“It’s always bugged me, for some reason. But now...is this something the rabbit government did? The Trinkets? Did they somehow do this?”

“I would be very curious to know how,” Yelena murmured. “The technology seems to be beyond anything on our world, and not just by a little, either. But also, why? Why build these things right under where your survivors will be living?”

“I’ve always gotten the impression that the Trinkets were an experiment gone wrong. They always look so haphazardly assembled, and they’re frequently doing things that don’t really make sense, or missing obvious shit...I don’t know. We don’t have the whole picture yet, but I think this is some kind of government thing.”

“It probably is, the real question is: what’s the secret component? Because there’s clearly something involved here, some unknown and very unusual variable that’s at the center of this. And the only way to find that out…”

She gestured towards the tunnel. Hunter nodded. She was impatient to get on with this. Well, no sense in putting it off any longer.

They did one more check of their weapons, and then he tried the radio again. But this time, he got nothing. Not even static. Just dead air.

It was time to go into the breach.

Hunter took the lead, Yelena at his six. He moved down the tunnel, rifle gripped tightly, barrel leading the way, finger on the trigger. He was ready to open up the moment he saw a Trinket. Up ahead, the tunnel veered left. He got up to the corner and listened. Now he could hear something. The sound of machinery.

Beeping, whirring, pumping, the occasional chime. What sounded like a pulse monitor, beeping steadily. What the fuck?

Hunter peered around the corner, and felt his whole world drop out from beneath him.

“What…?” he whispered.

“What is it?” Yelena hissed.

“It’s…”

It was like something had slipped its moorings inside his head. He could feel himself drifting. It was a loss of control that was terrifying, but he was too overwhelmed to appreciate this fact. Instead, he walked into the next room.

“Hunter!” she growled, and followed him.

She stopped next to him, both of them standing shoulder to shoulder, just over the threshold.

This room was utterly alien compared to the rest. It was an actual room, not a bit of rock showing. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all smooth metal. The room wasn’t particularly large, maybe half-again as big as one of their clinics. Along the walls were rows of workstations and consoles and shelves. It all looked extremely complex and intricate, and like it had been heavily modified from its original design.

Near the back of the room, on a slightly raised, circular platform, was what they were staring at so intently.

“He looks...like you,” Yelena whispered.

Hunter didn’t reply.

Nearly upright, a man lay against an inclined medical bed. It looked like it had been built for him specifically.

He was human.

Even from across the room, Hunter could tell this. Not just human, but another supersoldier. Somehow, he felt it.

Could it be some kind of connection they were supposed to have? Some kind of awareness? It would be potentially very useful in the field.

Hunter slowly walked forward (his training was still strong enough that he took quick looks to his left and right to make sure he wasn’t being ambushed). Yelena joined him. They came to stand about six feet from the mysterious man.

He had been modified, that much was clear. There was technology grafted onto his body. Over his neck, over his left inner wrist, across his chest. It all looked like...outlets? Like technological connection points. His beard and hair had grown unruly, but Hunter could see noticeable scars along parts of his head where the hair hadn’t grown in.

His eyes were closed, but he could see them moving under his lids. Like he was dreaming.

Several things were connected to his tan skin. About fifty different wires ran from him out to an orbit of technology. He recognized some of it as medical equipment, though he wasn’t sure if it was to keep him alive or just to monitor him. Mostly, the wires ran out and into complex pillars of tech that sat to either side of him, almost like it was framing him.

All he wore were a pair of dark boxers. His skin sported several scars. Hunter found himself automatically sizing the mysterious supersoldier up. They were about equal in terms of size and stature. Maybe this guy had an inch more in height, but he did have to admit, he did kind of resemble Hunter. Not really his face, but definitely his body.

And he was so clearly human. Nothing extra was attached. No horns, no tail, no fox ears.

“Hunter...what’s going on? I don’t understand,” Yelena said softly.

“I’m...not sure. But I...think I recognize him,” he muttered.

“How?”

“I’m not sure. I think…” Hunter pressed his mind. He had to figure this out, he knew he had to, and soon, or it would drive him insane. “I think his name was...Pearson? No, Pierce. That was his name. He was...a supersoldier, like me.” Hunter’s eyes widened. “Fuck. He must have come with me.” He hesitated. “No...that isn’t right. He…”

A flash of memory came to him. A stern-faced Colonel with a gray mustache and a bald head was speaking to him intently.

“Your goal will be to find Pierce…”

“What?” Yelena pressed.

“I came after him,” Hunter said slowly. “He went first. Holy shit, I...remember this. Sort of. He was the first one to go through the portal. I don’t think it was very long before me, maybe a week? Maybe a month...I’m not sure, but not years or anything. But I was the next guy in after they lost all contact with him.”

“All right. So...what does this mean? I still don’t understand? What is he doing here? What does he have to do with the Trinkets?”

“...oh my God, Chloe was right.”

“How?”

“One time, when we were discussing possibilities, Chloe had the idea that the technology might be from my dimension, somehow. That’s why the tech was so weird! That’s why no one could ever figure it out, even you!”

“How, Hunter?”

He tapped his head. “I don’t remember much about it and we haven’t had much success in figuring it out, but my technology is bio-adaptive. There’s only a few pieces of actual metal inside of me. Most of it is...synthetic cells, I think? Shit, even if I did remember it all, I think I wouldn’t really understand. But the thing is, so much of what gives me my abilities is in my blood. It’s technology, but not in the way most people understand it.”

“They must have reverse engineered from him…” Yelena whispered, slowly returning her gaze to Pierce.

“There’s still a lot missing…”

Both of them jerked back, raising their weapons, as the man’s eyes snapped open and he raised his head. Not fast enough. He raised one hand and shot Yelena in the neck. She collapsed instantly. The only thing that kept Hunter from absolutely losing his shit was the fact that he’d heard a dart, not a bullet.

Where had it come from!?

Pierce turned his gaze to Hunter. His eyes were white and faintly glowing. “Hunter,” he said, his voice calm, almost pleasant. “At last.”

“What the fuck did you do to her?” he growled, his weapon aimed directly between Pierce’s eyes.

Somehow, he couldn’t pull the trigger.

“Not that it will matter to you, but I knocked her out. I wanted to have a private conversation with my brother in arms.”

Hunter almost squeezed the trigger, but again something stayed his hand.

Was Pierce actually evil?

Had he been captured? Experimented on? It sure looked like it…

“I imagine you have questions,” Pierce said, interrupting his thoughts.

“Yeah…” Hunter replied cautiously.

Abruptly, every wire and tube snapped away from his body, falling like dead snakes to either side of him. The heart monitor began to flatline. Pierce rose up off the bed he’d been more or less leaning against all this time, reached out and shut the monitor off without looking at it.

Something about that disquieted Hunter.

Now that he was actually seeing him move, all of his instincts were screaming. This man was lethal, at least as lethal as himself.

Perhaps more.

Pierce stepped off the platform and began walking towards Hunter, who sidestepped, still keeping him covered with the rifle. Piece didn’t seem bothered by it. He walked past Hunter, towards the exit.

“Walk with me, it’s been too long since I’ve stretched my legs.”


CHAPTER 10

Hunter hesitated, looking down at Yelena.

He dropped into a crouch and exposed her neck, then checked for a pulse. She had one, strong and regular. She was breathing. Just unconscious. He pulled a small dart from her throat and studied it. It was perhaps half the size of the tip of his pinky.

“She’ll be fine, Hunter. I’m not looking to kill anyone,” Pierce said, sounding vaguely annoyed.

Hunter looked back to him again. He stood in the doorway, looking very out of place in nothing but his underwear.

Whatever was happening, wherever this was going, Hunter knew that he had to stay on Pierce. Which meant leaving Yelena behind right now. As he flicked the dart away and rose to his feet, he took at least some solace in the fact that he knew Yelena would think it was the right call. In fact, she’d be mad at him if he didn’t leave her.

Reluctantly, Hunter moved to join Pierce, still covering him with the rifle. He looked somehow both mildly amused and vaguely hurt.

“You really don’t remember me,” he murmured.

“I do remember you, but I don’t trust you. You’ve been sending these fucking monsters after me and my people for weeks now.”

“I do apologize for that,” Pierce replied. He tilted his head. “This way. I’ll explain what happened.”

Hunter said nothing, just followed. They walked back out into the main cavern, where they stopped somewhere near the center. Pierce grabbed a chair and sat down on it.

He groaned. “Fuck, that’s better! I’ve been standing for...I have no idea how much time has passed. You said weeks? I’ll admit, my memory was pretty scrambled. I assume yours was, too.”

“It was,” Hunter replied. He slowly lowered the rifle. This wasn’t going how he had thought it would. But still...something was off about all this. “But I get flashes, remember certain things. Sometimes specific things, sometimes broader notions of things...I remember I was sent in after you, because you went dark.”

He laughed grimly. “Yeah, that’s one way of putting it. Stupid fucking experimenting. Overconfident eggheads. I bet someone got flayed, you remember how much we cost? About thirty billion in research and another hundred million a pop to make us.” He lost his smile.

In the next moment, Hunter realized what was bothering him. It was a veneer, he saw as the next emotion came onto Pierce’s face. Because this emotion looked authentic. But was that because of his present state of mind due to...whatever the hell had been done to him, or because he was lying?

“We fought together, you know. A lot.” He smiled sadly now. “I don’t remember much, but I remember that. We fought on Easter Island. Do you remember that?”

Hunter found himself suddenly hit by several flashes of memory, all of them with the same theme: Pierce.

He remembered taking cover behind one of those massive stone heads the ancients had carved and placed on the most isolated island on his planet. Easter Island. He couldn’t remember the context, but there had been a fierce battle there. In his memory, he saw Pierce break from cover and storm the enemy’s position.

In another memory, he hung off the side of a frozen mountain with Pierce, both of them supported by climbing gear as they took a smoke break and spied on an enemy base.

He remembered being underwater in sleek suits of aquatic armor, infiltrating an enemy base.

He remembered falling out the back of a plane with a dozen others.

He remembered making his way slowly, cautiously down the blood soaked, ancient stone corridor of one of the pyramids in Egypt.

In all of them, Pierce was there.

Why had he never remembered the man before? He supposed he’d lost more than he realized.

“I remember Easter Island, a little bit of it,” Hunter replied slowly. “Why were we there?”

“Why do we go anywhere? To kill people.”

Hunter sighed. He wasn’t wrong. But that sense that something was wrong kept him on edge, despite how powerful the urge to commiserate with Pierce was. To talk with him, catch up, because he was from his old life, and there was still enough of that in there that he missed it.

But not as much as he loved his life here.

Not nearly as much.

“What happened to you, Pierce?” he asked instead.

Again, that grim chuckle. “Do you believe in fate, Hunter?”

“...no. No, I don’t.”

“I don’t really either, but sometimes I wonder. When I was sent over, I appeared inside of a rabbit government facility. Pure luck. Unless it was fate. I woke up in a cell. They didn’t know what to do with me, or what I was. It took a day or two, but I picked up the language and convinced them of the truth of who I was. Or rather, what I was. What I could be, to them.”

“And what was that? Where are the fucking Trinkets?” he asked, looking around.

“Trinkets? Is that what you call them?”

“Yeah.”

“They’re gone. You killed most of the last of them in that last assault with the...were those fox people?”

Hunter took a step back and raised the rifle again. “You sent them after us.”

Pierce chuckled awkwardly. “Yeah...sorry about that. Can I at least explain? I do have a good reason.”

Hunter considered it for a long moment, then slowly lowered the rifle once more. “Fine. Explain. It had better be good. We’ve lost too many people to these nightmares.”

“Fair. So, down to brass tacks. Once we were able to communicate and they’d confirmed what I was and where I’d come from, they very quickly turned from potentially trying to kill me to begging for my help. Because they knew societal collapse was coming. More specifically, they knew the wolves were coming for them. And, even without my memory, I knew I was a soldier. A protector. I’m sure you, of all the people on this entire fucking mess of a planet, can appreciate how that felt.”

“Yeah. I can.”

“Exactly. So I said yes. And you know how governments get, Hunter. Even the well-meaning ones try to come up with a silver bullet. That one breakthrough piece of tech or that one grand idea that will win the war, whatever the war currently is. And their silver bullet was an artificial intelligence. Apparently, they’d bought it from the owls, who had themselves bought it from the ferrets, who had stolen it from the deer. It was cutting edge, a breakthrough piece of tech.”

Hunter felt a small stab of frustration, and perhaps of betrayal. Why hadn’t Yelena mentioned that? Why hadn’t she told him she was after a goddamned AI? Because there was no way she didn’t know that. No way...right?

Maybe not.

Actually, it kind of made sense. Yelena was not a perfect soldier, because a perfect soldier, at least in the eyes of those above them, did whatever they were told to do. No matter what and without question.

And that was not Yelena.

He wondered if she would have destroyed it, even if this Trinket business wasn’t happening, because she would recognize it for what it was: too dangerous to let live.

“Was it a true AI?” he asked.

Pierce pursed his lips, then raised his hand and tilted it back and forth. “Kinda sorta? It’s complicated. Sapience is such a complex thing, and it’s become clear that even the deer weren’t sure what they had on their hands. The rabbits had this complex piece of tech, but they weren’t sure what to do with it. Once I understood the scope of the problem, I offered a solution. It was...admittedly a somewhat bizarre solution. To be fair to me, my brains were still scrambled from the jump.”

“And what, exactly, was the solution?”

“Utilize the one thing they were going to have an abundance of: corpses. Because the thing is, there was no stopping this collapse. It could be mitigated, which they had already begun doing with the Warren, which was finished by the time I arrived. So I presented the plan to them: move as many people to the Warren as they could, and then set the AI, and some automated labs slash machine shops directly beneath the Warren, so that it can most effectively protect them. Dead bodies would be collected, brought in, and transformed into meat puppets. The AI would control them via implants.”

“That’s...insane.”

But he had to admit, it made a certain kind of sense. Given what he now knew about the world around him...yeah, it made a certain kind of sense.

Maybe you had to be a supersoldier to understand it.

Or maybe they were both just the same flavor of crazy.

“All right, so then what happened?”

“Well, there was a problem. I’m no scientist. And the tech in my body was confounding their best scientists. Maybe if it were deer instead of rabbits things would have turned out different, but if wishes were horses, and all that.” He paused, then sighed. “All right, I’ll be honest, I don’t really have a complete picture of the next part. Because it scrambled my brains even more than they were already scrambled, and I’ve also been mostly insane for the past several weeks. Months? I don’t really know how long it’s been.”

“We’re coming up on two months since I arrived,” Hunter replied.

“Ah. Well, somewhere along the way, someone figured out that thanks to the biotech currently swimming through my bloodstream, I could theoretically link with the AI. I think...the idea was that I’d be ‘scaffolding’, meant to assist and prop up the AI until it could learn what it needed. They got me here and they got this built and they plugged me in.”

“And that’s where it all went wrong?”

“Big time. Getting settled and hooked up to that fucking diorama in there and them flipping the switch is the last clear memory I have between now and then. All of it’s a blur. We already had a couple of prototypes built out of bodies they’d dug up. There was just enough there for me to make a link and to work them. And...I apparently killed everyone in the room.”

“...why?”

“Well, the thing is, when you’re hooked up to an AI from another dimension and trying to make dead bodies function so that they can protect the civilians from the crazy bad guys, apparently you get pretty confused. I think...I was trying to immediately jump onto my protocol. And I knew that in order to do it, I needed more. More bodies, you see. And oh look! There were a dozen of them right here with me! All I had to do was, you know, kill them. Because I needed dead bodies, see. And after that I started making more ‘Trinkets’, I kinda like that name, so that they could kill more people so that I could make more Trinkets to more effectively protect the people.”

“That you were killing.”

“Yeah. After that, I lost myself. Because the thing was, every new Trinket that I compulsively created taxed my already fucked brain a little more. I was controlling hundreds of the things. It was an exponential kinda problem. And then you showed up, and started killing them a lot more effectively than everyone else. And that did something. I’m not sure what, but it gave me some measure of control. It was tenuous, certainly, and small, but it grew. And kept growing. And I kept sending Trinkets to their death, because eventually I realized that was the only realistic way to regain control in any reasonable amount of time.”

“You couldn’t have just had them shoot each other?”

“Unfortunately not. Eventually, yes...maybe. The problem was that the AI was extremely rigid in its protocols. Not only did I have to be clever about it, but I was working with a very broken mind.”

“So that’s why they kept making such bizarre decisions,” Hunter muttered.

“Yes. Eventually, I did regain some measure of control, not just over myself, but over the Trinkets. I began making them harder to kill. Which sounds counter-intuitive, but the thing is, it takes a lot longer to make a harder to kill Trinket than not. I figured it would both buy me time and there’d be fewer of them. By the time I sent those Trinkets after you and the foxes, I had finally regained enough control to make some kind of a plan. And I knew that if you and your people wiped them all out, it would finally give me enough control to free myself.”

“Which brings us to right now.”

Hunter tensed. The paranoia, which had never quite left but had certainly diminished, suddenly came back on much stronger.

“Yes,” Pierce replied, rising again to his feet. He tilted his head and began walking back towards one of the other caverns they’d previously investigated. “Come on, there’s something I want to show you.”

“Wait,” Hunter said, and he noticed Pierce tense. It was slight, but it was noticeable. He turned back around, staring impatiently. “What happens now? How many Trinkets are left out there?”

“None, now,” Pierce replied. “Now that I’m disconnected from the AI, it’s finally back in stasis.”

“So...what, there’s Trinkets out there that have just fallen into a pile of spare parts?”

“More or less. Congratulations, the Trinket problem is solved. Now, if you’ll come with me, I can show you something.”

“Show me what?’

“How to stop it from happening again.” He began walking again.

“Wait,” Hunter said, still very uncertain. “Let me go and destroy the machinery in there. Just to be sure. And get Yelena somewhere safe.”

Pierce stopped. He was still facing away from him, but Hunter thought something was off. Wrong, even. Something about the set of his shoulders…

In a blinding blur of movement, Pierce whipped around and shot another dart at Hunter. He just barely managed to avoid it, hearing it ping off a rock wall somewhere behind him. He snapped the gun into place and fired off a few shots. Pierce dodged, leaped forward, and snatched the gun out of Hunter’s grasp.

He bent it in half and tossed it aside.

Well, this was going poorly.

“I guess we’ll have to do this the hard way,” Pierce said.

He had stopped moving around, but from the way his eyes were blazing even brighter and the tiny yet sharp, instant movements he was making, he knew that the man was still tapped into his enhanced state.

Shit.

This was going to be hard.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Hunter snapped, seeing if maybe he could somehow talk him out of his enhanced state.

Because he wasn’t entirely sure he could win this fight, even with all his ability, all his strength, all his speed. Pierce was, at the very least, his equal.

And he suspected he might be his better.

Because he could not shoot shit out of his finger.

Could he? He supposed he’d never tried.

“Trinkets two point oh,” Pierce replied with an easy grin. He popped his neck loudly.

“Shit,” Hunter muttered, and hit his enhanced state as hard as he could.

The world slowed down...but Pierce didn’t. He must have sensed it, for he launched an attack the moment Hunter hit his ability. Hunter leaped back, quick-drew his pistol, and emptied the magazine at Pierce.

And he dodged damn near every shot.

Two clipped him. One on his shoulder, one along his neck.

“Now that was a bitch move,” he muttered, losing his smile. “You really won’t go hand to hand?”

“I’m playing to win, there’s too much on the line for whatever the fuck you’re going to do,” Hunter snapped, and threw the pistol at his face.

Pierce grabbed it and tossed it aside. Hunter used the opportunity to leap forward and punch him in the face. Only it didn’t work. Pierce grabbed him and swung him around, sending him sprawling. Hunter flipped over onto his back, preparing for the followup attack, but there was none. Pierce stood over him, staring down at him.

Fuck, he might actually be screwed.

“Maybe we can make a deal,” Pierce said, staring at Hunter speculatively. He was speaking faster now, almost a little crazed. Probably a side effect of the enhanced state. Hunter wondered how he sounded. “I seem to remember you being a lot more noble than me.”

“Fuck off,” Hunter snapped and struck out with his boot.

It actually connected with Pierce’s shin, though only with enough force to hurt, not actually cause real damage before he stepped back.

“Oh come on, now! You haven’t even heard the plan!”

Hunter growled and leaped off of his back straight onto his feet.

“Hey! A genuine kip, impressive. Well, less so under these circumstances, but it still looks cool.” Pierce dodged three quick jabs from Hunter.

Fuck! He was definitely faster.

Pierce grabbed him and threw him again. This time he at least managed to stay upright, skidding to a halt and banging against a wall. Hunter growled and snapped to face him. He didn’t have much left on him. Another pistol in his backdraw, his combat knife, and the explosives.

“At least listen,” Pierce said.

“Fine,” Hunter snapped, taking the opportunity to regroup.

Although he knew that he was likely working with a shorter fuse for his enhanced state than Pierce was. Almost as if hearing this, Pierce laughed and held up one hand. A long, thin blade extended from one of his fingertips.

“As you can see, I made some modifications since coming over here. That AI might be insane, but it knew how to further utilize our abilities. You can’t beat me, Hunter. Logically speaking, the only choice you have in this matter is just how much those you love will suffer as a consequence of your actions here.”

“I wouldn’t go down that road if I were you,” Hunter replied, and felt something.

Something deep. Something immense.

He wasn’t sure what it was, only that it was frighteningly powerful. He lost it, though, and forced himself to focus on Pierce.

“Well, I’m afraid it’s the road I’m going down, brother. See, the thing is...I kinda like being in control. Kinda really like it. And this world...is a lot easier to control than ours. From what I’ve gathered, instinct is much more of a thing over here. You’d think that would make them harder to control, but it’s the opposite! Show them who’s boss and they roll over and show their bellies, even the tough ones. And I am definitely boss...but we could share that title. Despite how it might seem, I don’t actually want to go it alone.”

“What fucked up, twisted, Geneva-Convention-breaking thing are you planning to do?”

Pierce laughed. “Why the fuck do we remember that? And it’s simple. Here’s the deal I’m going to offer you, because I’m a very nice guy if you’re on my good side. I want to make more Trinkets. Better Trinkets. I learned a lot while I was under. I didn’t think I’d even be capable of coming back, let alone remain sane, yet here I am! The big problem is...kinda still need the ‘scaffolding’ in there. And it ain’t gonna be me. It can only be you.

“But! Here is the deal: get in the machine and let me utilize you to start whipping up newer, better Trinkets, and I’ll let your loved ones live. So long as they follow the rules, I won’t even hurt them. And, eventually, once I figure out how to make it so that the AI can run things on its own, I’ll pull you out and we can rule this world with our corpse army. Basically anything we want forever.”

“I have everything I want,” Hunter replied.

“Truly?” Pierce asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Well...there is one more thing.”

Hunter launched himself, drawing his pistol in one hand, knife in the other. Pushing his enhanced state to its limit, he crossed the distance between them in an instant. Pierce made another grab for him but he was ready for it this time. Dodging out of his grasp, Hunter aimed and fired. It was a six-shot deal.

First shot missed. So did the second and third. Hunter grit his teeth, pushing harder, digging for more speed. The fourth shot almost hit. The fifth and sixth shots clipped him. One dug a bloody furrow along his cheek, the other cut one along his skull.

Then the gun was dry and Hunter tried to pistol whip him. Pierce grabbed the gun and threw it aside, then dodged as Hunter tried to stab him. He kept pushing the attack, trying to drive the combat knife somewhere into his gut or chest, but Pierce was still too fast. He suddenly grabbed Hunter’s wrist and squeezed.

He fought it for a moment, then was forced to open his hand and drop the knife. He made a grab for it with his other hand, but Pierce was faster and knocked it out of the way.

Hunter headbutted him.

Hard.

His nose cracked and he snarled in pained rage. When his next attack came, it very nearly seemed to somehow happen before he actually moved. He extended his knife and stabbed Hunter three times in the gut. It pierced right through his armor, like it wasn’t even there.

Hunter gasped in shock, gritting his teeth as the pain hit him. First it was like ice, and then as he put his hand over his stomach, it turned to fire.

“Okay, now are you ready to talk?” Pierce asked, all his vague annoyance and superiority gone.

Hunter responded by coming at him again, this time going for his eyes. If he could blind him, he could finish this fast. Which he really needed to now. He knew his enhancement was blocking out most of the pain, and probably doing a decent job at actually keeping his blood inside of his body. But now he was stabbed, not once, not twice, but three times.

And his fuse was now shorter.

If he didn’t finish this fight, then he was going to pass out and it would all be over. Not just for him, but for everyone. And he could feel his energy draining. His enhancement was running at the most maximum it could.

If he didn’t figure this out in perhaps the next two minutes, he was toast.

Hunter felt that strange, deep sensation again. It was almost like a pulling sensation, like muscle memory. He knew it was somehow related to his enhancement, but he wasn’t sure what it was. It was like staring at a dark hole in the wall.

Anything could be inside.

But if it was related to his enhancement, it probably wouldn’t just kill him outright.

Hunter went for the eyes. Pierce dodged, grabbed Hunter’s arm, yanked it forward, and brought his elbow down on his forearm.

An explosion of pain briefly turned the world red as his right forearm snapped like a twig. Somehow, he managed not to scream, but the pain was overwhelming. It was absolute in its totality, eclipsing all else for a moment.

He couldn’t remember hurting this bad before, even though he knew he must have.

“You know, Hunter,” Pierce said as he slowly straightened up, the pain gradually clearing from his mind, “I’m being pretty patient. Because through all of this, I’ve been too polite to point out that I can just fucking end this whenever I want.” He frowned. “You know what?”

His hand shot out and he wrapped it around Hunter’s throat. Panic immediately set in as his oxygen was cut off and he was lifted half a foot off the ground.

“I’ll just end it here and now, like this,” Pierce growled. “And who knows!? Maybe, by the time I’ve sorted the AI thing, I’ll be in a forgiving kind of mood. Maybe I’ll yank you out of the AI and give you another chance. Though certainly not as equals.”

Hunter grabbed for him, but he had his arm completely extended, making him just out of reach. He tried to get a grip on Pierce’s arm, tried to break his hold, but it was like trying to punch steel. He tried kicking him, but it was like kicking a boulder.

Darkness began to boil around the edges of his vision. His thoughts were still fast, due to his enhanced state, but they were coming slightly more sluggishly now. How long did he have? Not very long, he knew that.

Once again, more urgent than ever, that sensation came back, down from the deep. This time, knowing he had no choice, Hunter reached for it. He shoved his hand into that dark hole to see what came out, if anything did.

Something did.

It felt like an explosion had gone off inside of him. As insanely intense as his first time using his enhanced state was, this was a hundredfold more powerful. It was like he’d swallowed the sun. Like he was nuclear powered now.

Pierce sensed the change immediately. And he was much, much slower.

Hunter knew he had far less time now. He had to do this fast.

Grabbing Pierce’s wrist, he squeezed. Something snapped. Pierce screamed, dropping him. Hunter grabbed his arm and reset the bone with a clean, hard snap. It happened before his feet actually hit the ground. It would still need to be cast up, but at least it wasn’t dangling anymore.

His hands shot out and wrapped around Pierce’s throat. He began squeezing. Pierce reached up and grasped his wrists, struggling.

“You’re burning...awfully bright there…” he grunted.

Hunter ignored him, focusing on ending it as quickly as possible.

Without warning, Pierce’s strength doubled, then tripled. He pulled Hunter’s hands away from his throat.

“You aren’t the only one with an overdrive,” he growled, rising to his feet as he held Hunter back. “And only one of us has been upgraded by an AI.”

Fuck.

Fucking shit.

Hunter was trying to find a solution to this when Pierce delivered a solid punch to his head. He nearly passed out then and there. He staggered, briefly going blind, pain not just shooting but rampaging through his skull.

It felt like the end of the world.

He barely managed to stay upright, but then Pierce was there. And again he was picked up single-handedly by the throat. He began struggling, and then the idea came to him. Hunter reached into one of his pockets and extracted some of the explosive he’d brought with him. With his other hand, he primed the detonator.

“What the fuck-” Pierce managed.

Hunter’s good hand shot up. He wrapped his fingers around Pierce’s wrist and squeezed for all he was worth, digging his fingertips into his inner wrist. He grit his teeth, then grunted, then yelled. They were closer to evenly matched in this state. He didn’t let go, but he did loosen his grip. It was all the opening he needed.

The moment Pierce began to open his mouth to say something else, Hunter shoved the explosive into his mouth. Gripping his wrist again as he grabbed the detonator with the other hand, Hunter managed to free himself this time. He made it two steps and turned his back before hitting the button.

Behind him, he heard Pierce scream for a fraction of a second, and then God’s own hand came down and slapped him on the back. He had a sensation of rushing movement, and then the wall of the cavern was rushing up to meet him.

Hunter’s last conscious thought was attempting to pull himself out of enhanced mode, and then the world turned black.


EPILOGUE

Hunter opened his eyes.

Something was very wrong.

He felt...weak. Horribly weak. How could that be? Had something happened?

Yes, he decided after a moment that might have lasted three seconds or three hours. Yes, something had most certainly happened. His mind felt foggy, cloudy, like he was lost in a haze of forgetfulness. He expected there to be pain, but there was none.

Hunter tried to move his body.

He could, though it felt sluggish. He heard the soft, steady rhythm of a pulse monitor. His heartbeat. It was steady, maybe a little slow. He felt his limbs respond lethargically to his mind. It was deeply reassuring, but he was still anxious.

At least the anxiety was distant, buried under a mountain of listless sleepiness and a heavy layer of brain fog. He remembered...conflict.

He had been fighting. There had been pain, a lot of it. The situation was...urgent. Very urgent. Dire, even. Perhaps apocalyptic.

So what had happened?

In his mind’s eye, he saw Yelena take a dart to the neck and go down.

That seemed to cut through much of the brain fog. He swam slowly to the surface, and this time when he tried to take control of his body, it was a lot more responsive. Something was definitely wrong with him, though.

The monitor was beeping faster now. It was dim where he was, not completely dark, and in his mind’s eye, he was awakening under similar conditions, in another room, in another time. That time, Chloe had come to him.

Chloe…

Where was she? Where was Yelena?

Hunter tried to sit up. He made it about three inches and then collapsed with a wheeze. Fuck. He needed to know what had happened…

The whole memory danced mercilessly just beyond his reach, flickering into the light and fading away just as quickly. He grunted as he tried to sit up again. Made it almost halfway that time. His body fought him.

A sound came to him then. A door opening?

Then more sounds. Footsteps. Growing closer. And then…

“Hunter!”

Small hands at his chest, pushing him back down with a surprising strength.

“Chloe,” he slurred, then laughed. “I love you.”

She smiled. He could see she was crying. She began laughing. “I love you, too.” She looked over abruptly. “He’s awake! Yes! Go tell the others! Go, hurry!”

“What happened…?” Hunter managed. It was hard to talk.

“Shh. Rest now. Talk later. Please.”

Hunter wouldn’t relent, not until he knew this one thing. “Yelena?”

Chloe smiled and patted his chest. “Yelena is safe.”

He nodded and lay back. The darkness was returning. He felt terribly guilty, because he knew the others were coming to see him. He must have been unconscious for at least a few days. Maybe even a whole week. They would be worried…

But he had no choice. He was too weak, he was losing consciousness.

This darkness, he knew, with a faint smile on his face, would not be lasting.


MEANWHILE 06


“Janessa?...Janessa? What’s wrong?”

A hand fell on her shoulder and Janessa looked away from the fake window with a startled cry. Chloe winced, stepping back.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. But you look very...not good. What’s wrong?” she asked.

Janessa didn’t respond right away. Part of her wanted to yell at Chloe, and then she immediately felt bad about that. She was doing a kind thing, she should be rewarded for that. With this thought in mind, Janessa made herself smile.

Though another reason was because Chloe didn’t look so good herself. None of them did. Every one of them, even Yelena, had baggy, bloodshot eyes, and they’d all lost weight. It wasn’t good. Especially now that she knew she was pregnant.

Janessa felt a quiver of stark terror do a hasty, jagged roll through her and she moaned and leaned forward, hugging herself.

“Oh, Janessa,” Chloe whispered, stepping forward and hugging her, holding her head to her chest. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry,” she moaned. “You have other things you need to be doing, I’m sure.”

“Janessa,” Chloe said, calmly but just a little sternly, “you’re part of this relationship now. We live together. We work together. We take care of each other. I know it’s a bit different among foxes, but we’re a lot more...collective, here. And I think it’s a good thing. It makes it a lot easier to take care of each other.”

“I know, I’m trying. I’m just…” She felt close to crying again and she didn’t want to.

“Will you please tell me what’s on your mind? I know you’re worried about Hunter, but there’s something else that’s bothering you, and I want to address it. Whatever it is. I want you to talk about it, because keeping it locked away inside you is clearly causing you to suffer.”

Janessa was silent for a long moment, thinking about it.

She wanted immediately to reject the idea. Because she was afraid. Afraid of complaining too much. And she was guilty, because they all had other things to do. But then she thought about what Chloe had just told her. Take care of each other…

Part of her was still resistant to that, but that had been fading ever since joining up with the Warren. She thought of Hunter, and what he would say if he was here.

Janessa...I don’t wanna dismiss your feelings, but you’re being ridiculous. You’re paranoid, and I understand why, but part of moving past trauma and paranoia, and part of actually settling into your new life here, is going to be opening up to other people. Not just me. Your wife-sisters. Your friends. You know I’m right.

He might as well have been speaking to her over a radio, she heard it so clearly. And she knew he was right.

“Okay,” she said, straightening up. Chloe released her and stepped back, staring at her patiently. “I’ll...talk about it. I’m scared. I’m terrified. That...I’m going to lose this.”

“Lose what?”

“All of this. Everything. Hunter. You. Everyone else. The Warren. This new life. I don’t even know how I’m worried I’ll lose it, just that I will. I’ve spent so fucking long being alone, my whole life, and I finally found my home. And now…”

She began to cry.

“Oh, Janessa,” Chloe whispered, and hugged her again.

Janessa cried into her shirt, hugging her awkwardly, squeezing her. She cried for what felt like a really long time. And it was a hard cry. In the tumultuous storm of emotions that raged inside her, she did find herself thinking that she’d been needing to do this ever since they’d gotten the call for help from Yelena and she’d found Hunter, unconscious and broken, in that awful cavern.

When the storm finally passed, Janessa found herself much calmer. She felt better, though that made her feel vaguely guilty.

Hunter again, ghostly in her mind: Don’t beat yourself up because you’re enjoying yourself while I’m comatose. You know I wouldn’t want that.

She laughed softly as she pulled back from Chloe.

“What?” Chloe asked, a tentative smile on her face as well.

“Just...I’ve found myself thinking ‘what would Hunter do?’ with a lot of stuff ever since joining up here, and it’s so easy to hear what he’d tell me. I guess it helps...sorry,” she said, frowning as she looked down at Chloe’s shirt.

“It’s fine, Janessa. You seem a lot calmer.”

“I am. I feel better. Thank you. But...ugh, I still feel afraid…”

“How about you go wash your face, and I go change my shirt, and then we sit on the bed and talk about this?”

“Are you sure? You have to be busy…”

“Actually, I’m not. Not for the next couple of hours.”

“...all right.”

They got up and went off to do their tasks. A moment later, they sat facing each other on the bed.

“So, you’re scared about losing this,” Chloe said, prompting her after a moment of awkward silence.

“Yes.”

“Well, that’s a mostly irrational fear, which is great!”

“Is it?”

“Yes, because those are easier to address. Let’s try to work through it logically.”

“All right…”

“Trust me.”

“I do. I’m listening.”

“All right. There are ways in which you could lose your new life. You could die, but that’s always true, and I imagine you’ve grappled with that, as a soldier.”

“More or less. I’m scared of dying, but it’s not really on my mind right now.”

“Good. Next, the Warren could be destroyed. This is possible, but very unlikely. In fact, it’s more unlikely than ever. The three main threats to us are gone now. The tigers have been defeated, and the last drone check showed there aren’t any in the forest. The same is true of the wolves. There are only two wolves in the entire forest right now, and they’re both friendly. And now the Trinkets are finally defeated!”

“We don’t know that…” Janessa murmured uncertainly.

“I understand. And the wolves and the tigers could come back. But we’ve sent out some scouting parties. We’ve found dead Trinkets. Not dead from being killed, but dead from simply toppling over. Their strings were cut. We’re going to be on the lookout, but we’ve been up and down that cavern. Yelena and Riley scanned it with everything they had, and Yelena destroyed all the machinery. We still don’t really know what happened, but it’s clear that Hunter did it.”

“Yeah…”

“So, the chances of this place being taken by force are extremely low. We’re basically safe from natural disasters. Really, the only thing that could cause real damage is an earthquake. We’re a sealed structure. If we don’t want it to, nothing can get in. And for a while, too.”

“That isn’t…” Janessa sighed softly. “I’m sorry, I appreciate this, it’s just...I guess, if I’m really thinking about it, I’m scared I’m going to be made to leave.”

“Oh. Janessa. That isn’t going to happen,” Chloe replied, her empathy plain on her pretty face.

“I mean, I know, but I don’t...know. You know?” She groaned. “This is coming out so fucking stupid.”

“No, I understand. You have concerns. Not enough time has passed that you feel like you’re truly going to be a member of this community. And I imagine you have past trauma related to this. But, I think it might help to tackle this logically, too. Can you think of any reason, any specific concern, behind this fear?”

Janessa laughed, a little bitterly. “Not really, is the problem. I mean, I feel like I’ve performed pretty well. And…” She hesitated for a bit. “I guess I can’t really think of anything solid.”

“Well, let’s go at it from the other direction then. Think of reasons why you would stay. A big one is that you are an actual soldier. With real training and years of experience. Basically none of us is that. And we need that. Even if the threats are mostly gone for now, we’ll always need protection. You are a vital asset to us. Also, we’re going to need you to help train up new soldiers, or at least basic combat and survival lessons.”

“Yeah...that’s a good point,” she murmured.

“You have a spotless record with us so far. You’ve caused no problems, intentionally or even unintentionally. You’ve made no real mistakes. You’ve performed your given tasks well and on time. And, people like you. It’s possible I could be wrong, but as far as I’m aware, you haven’t gotten into a fight with anyone, and every time I see you, you’re talking happily with someone. Furthermore, we all really like you. I know you and Brooke are bonding, and Rain is very fond of you.”

Janessa chuckled and blushed. “Um...yes. She is. I’m fond of her, too.”

She initially hadn’t really gotten much in the way of opportunity to, as the rabbits were so fond of calling it, ‘play’ with any other girls. But now she had, and it was somehow better than she’d envisioned. And Rain was just...so attractive, and so good at play.

Being with her and Hunter at the same time…

Janessa frowned, losing the good feelings. But she did feel better. Because these were not just good points, but legitimate points. Points that her insecurity and anxiety couldn’t really argue with. Not that it stopped either of them.

“Do you feel better?” Chloe asked.

Janessa took a deep breath and nodded. She reached up and scratched at one of her ears. “I do. I actually do. Thank you, Chloe. I really appreciate it. Um...hmm. Could you maybe walk me through what happened and is happening and will or might happen with Hunter again? I feel like it would make me feel even better.”

Chloe nodded, looking relieved. Well, that made sense. They were back on solid ground for her, given her expertise.

“Yes. When we found Hunter, he was comatose and wounded. His arm was broken, and he had about twenty serious cuts across his body. His skull was fractured. His pulse was...lower than I thought it safely could be, as was his respiration. But we had seen this before, when he had used his ability too much. It put him into a kind of hibernation. I still believe fully that this is a bigger, badder version of it. Given the level of damage and the nature of the...enemy, I think this battle might have pushed Hunter far past any point of difficulty he’d encountered before. So, consequently, I think he pushed his own abilities far past any point he’d done so before.”

“That makes sense,” Janessa murmured. She could feel herself getting worked up again, thinking about him down in that awful cavern, fighting for his life, for all their lives…

“But,” Chloe continued, a little firmly, perhaps seeing the storm clouds slipping back onto Janessa’s expression, “we got to him in time. We performed some emergency procedures on him, got him stable, and then carried him up to the nearest hospital. We ran exhaustive scans on him and I and the other medical personnel did everything we could to repair his body. We discovered it had been taxed...very heavily. Once we’d done all we could, we injected him with healing agents. And we’ve been doing that every day for the past three weeks.”

“Right. And he’s better now,” she murmured.

“Correct, but still comatose. I think it’s a self-defense mechanism, either intentionally or unintentionally. His body was so overtaxed, so broken, that it simply shut down all non-essential functions to save itself. But he’s making a lot of progress. His arm is mostly healed, as are all the superficial cuts, bruises, scrapes, burns, and other contusions on his body. His skull, mercifully, is no longer fractured. Based on all available data, his body should be completely healed in the next few days.”

“And then he’ll wake up?” Janessa asked hopefully before she could think better of it, because she already knew the answer.

She just missed him so horribly.

“We hope,” Chloe replied cautiously. “At the moment, we’re still in the ‘wait and see’ stage. The problem with Hunter is that he’s still alien to us. It’s difficult to know in some cases what might hurt him and what might help him. So for now, we wait and see, let his body do its thing. If we get to a month and he still isn’t awake, then...we’ll start investigating other options.”

“Like what?”

“Certain chemical treatments we can try to wake him up a little less naturally. A couple more...experimental treatments involving electricity. But I don’t want to do that unless we have to. And, in truth, I don’t think it will come to that. Hunter’s vitals have been strengthening every day, his body is healing, based off all the available evidence, he should wake up sometime in the near future.”

“What happens if he doesn’t? And the treatments don’t work? What do we actually do?” Janessa asked softly.

Chloe offered her a weak smile. “The best we can.”

She sighed softly and nodded. “Yeah, I guess so...can we go see him?”

“Yes, we can do that. Come on.”

They got up and put their shoes on, then headed out of the apartment. Right now, the living situation was a little chaotic. Riley and Brooke and, to varying degrees, all the rest of them, had prepped three apartments down on the third floor. They didn’t want to actually begin building them because they hadn’t managed to design them before Hunter had...gone dark. They’d been drawing schematics and trying to get it all sorted and figured out.

Now it had become something that they wanted to get finished before he woke up. Except it kept getting drawn out because there were ten of them and they all wanted things. As they headed through the Warren, specifically through the second floor, where they had moved him to about a week after getting him stable, Janessa did find herself relaxing.

The cold dread was boiling off, though not as quickly as she would have liked. She supposed the truth of the matter was that her anxiety about getting kicked out was just the tip of the iceberg. And for the most part, she knew she was being ridiculous. They weren’t going to kick her out. Chloe had a good point, one she’d made to herself multiple times. She was a soldier, and those were in short supply.

Maybe she’d just needed to hear it from someone else.

No, the real dread came from Hunter. The idea that she could meet him and lose him so quickly, after waiting for so long…

Because she knew now that she had been waiting for him. Not him specifically, she supposed, but who he was. Kind. Honest. Unstoppable. Relentless in his determination to protect those he loved. And he loved her, like she loved him.

It had happened so fast, but wasn’t that often the case?

“What if he wakes up when no one’s there?” Janessa asked suddenly.

“I have his vitals keyed to my personal tablet. It will start making noise if anything changes. And that’s nothing to say of everything in place at the actual hospital. There’s always multiple people in the hospital now. He’s checked on every half an hour, every day. And his vitals are connected to all sorts of alarms. If he wakes up, believe me, we’ll know immediately.”

“Okay. That’s good.” She sighed. “I feel like you’ve already told me this before, but I’m so fucking forgetful lately.”

“You’re incredibly stressed, Janessa. And...listen, will you please come to one of us with thoughts like these from now on? I’m beginning to see you’ve caused yourself a lot of undue stress recently and we want to help you if we can. Honestly, we want to help you if we can.”

“I know...I’m sorry. And yes, I’ll be better about that. I just...got used to shutting up and being alone with my thoughts.”

“I’m sorry, Janessa. It’s going to be different now. You have so many wife-sisters to help you now.”

She laughed softly, feeling a warmth at that. “You’re right. I just hope I can be helpful if anyone needs it.”

“You will be in your own way...here we are,” Chloe murmured, leading in through the front of the hospital.

“No change,” the woman behind the front counter said the moment she saw Chloe.

“Thank you, Nisa,” Chloe replied.

It sounded automatic, and Janessa knew it was. Chloe probably came in here a dozen times a day, looking for one specific bit of data. They walked through the quiet lobby, down a corridor that led to the patient rooms, all the way to the end.

There was his door.

How many times had she come through this door? Walked into the room beyond? Too many in recent memory. Going to visit Hunter was kind of like torture. She liked being around him, seeing him, knowing that he was still alive and safe. And yet it was horrible. She couldn’t talk to him, couldn’t interact with him in any way.

As they walked in, Brooke jerked awake, almost falling out of the chair she had been dozing in.

“What’s happening?” she asked immediately.

“Nothing, Brooke. We’re just coming for a visit,” Chloe replied.

“Oh.” She sighed and sat up, popping her neck and wincing. “Hi, Janessa.”

“Hey, Brooke.”

“You should probably go sleep in the bed, Brooke,” Chloe said quietly as she walked over to the main console hooked up to the examination bed Hunter now lay in.

“I don’t want to,” Brooke replied petulantly. Then she sighed and got to her feet. “But...yeah. Probably.”

She walked across the room, paused, turned to stare with bleary and bloodshot eyes at Hunter’s unmoving form, and then walked out with a soft sigh. Janessa looked over herself, now. She had been avoiding actually focusing on him. Now she did.

He looked like he was sleeping. She supposed he was. Except that he hadn’t awoken for weeks now. She slowly walked over to stand beside him. He looked weird with even a short beard. He often buzzed it down to stubble.

“What are you doing?” Janessa murmured, not taking her eyes from him as she heard Chloe working.

“Running another full-body scan,” Chloe replied.

Janessa knew those took a while. And she also knew she wasn’t going to leave before it was finished. She resisted the urge to lay on the bed with him, (they all wanted to, but it was a little easy to disturb some of the things hooked up to him), and instead sat down in one of the several chairs they had in the room.

After a bit, Chloe sat down beside her.

For a long while, the two women sat. Janessa considered topics to fire up a conversation with, but ultimately said nothing. Neither did Chloe. They were both exhausted. Because this was fucking exhausting. Constantly being on edge and worrying over whether or not he would wake up. It had turned what should have been a victory into a slow, sickening dread.

They both jerked slightly as the console chimed.

Both women stood, Chloe going to the console, Janessa going to his bedside. She reached out and took his hand. It was so large, and callused, and scarred. He was a soldier in a way she couldn’t even really imagine.

Staring at him, she suddenly realized how mythical figures became mythical. Because they were going to tell stories about him, and she knew that he was augmented beyond what a normal person could do, but even if he wasn’t, she could still see it.

She saw it in the way he shouldered any burden, no matter how ridiculous it was. She saw it in the way he loved them all. In the way he would relentlessly train, when he had the time. The way he just handled things, he just always seemed to know what to do. In the air of...not even confidence, but absolute certainty that he seemed to exude at all times. And, even more, in the way that he still listened. To everyone.

It would have been so easy for him to be an arrogant dick, or even just cold. He really could do whatever he wanted, and this is what he had chosen.

And this is what it had gotten him.

“Mmm,” Chloe said.

“What?” Janessa replied immediately, slowly caressing the back of his hand with her thumb.

“Well, as of this report, everything but his arm is completely healed up. And that’s nearly healed, too. It should be finished by tomorrow, day after at the latest,” she murmured.

“That’s good…”

She’d been hoping for more, but of course Chloe would react much more strongly if that was the case. She looked back down at him as Chloe continued studying the screen. She wanted him to wake up so bad.

Janessa wasn’t sure if she had ever wanted anything more in her entire life.

After several long moments, Chloe stepped away from the console. “Well, everything is still trending upwards. Extremely gradually, but it is technically an improvement. This is still technically a good thing.”

She sounded like she was trying to convince herself as much as Janessa.

“Yeah, that makes sense,” she murmured, trying to hide her disappointment.

She lingered a moment longer, still rubbing his hand with her thumb. She didn’t want to let him go. But she was very tired. She’d worn herself out worrying, and it was late.

Just as she began to release his hand, she felt it move. His thumb brushed against her. She shrieked.

“What?!” Chloe demanded immediately, practically teleporting to her side.

“He moved! He moved!”

“Here, back,” Chloe said.

Reluctantly, Janessa released him and stepped back. Chloe stepped up and took his hand. A long moment passed.

“Are you sure-” she began, but then she shrieked, too. “Hunter?!” she demanded, leaning over him. “Can you hear me?!”

Nothing. She let out an exasperated sound and moved back over to the console.

“Hold his hand,” she said urgently, looking intently into the screen.

Janessa did so immediately, studying his face for any change. There was none, his muscles still slack, eyes still closed, his only movement his breathing.

“There was a tiny jump in his vitals,” she muttered. When she looked up again, she was smiling. “I think he’s close to waking up, Janessa.”

“Please…” Janessa murmured, smiling as excitement danced in her chest. She looked down at him. “Please wake up, Hunter.”

As the women watched, his mouth shifted, just barely. It was almost imperceptible, but he had moved.

Ever so slightly, he was smiling now.

Janessa grinned, trying to contain herself. She thought Chloe was right.

Soon, he would wake.


EPISODE 12


CHAPTER 1

Something was…

Different.

Hunter’s initial reaction was to think something was wrong, but as he stared at himself in the mirror, he realized that was less instinct, more habit by now. He didn’t so much want to assume something had gone wrong as he was forced to.

But no, something was different.

Hunter slowly lowered the electric razor and stared at it for a long moment. At the light glinting off the metal. Then his eyes drifted gradually back upwards, to the mirror. Seeing himself. He looked so different.

He had been buzzing his beard and hair fairly regularly, but given the fact that he’d been so busy in the days leading up to the incident that had rendered him comatose, and the other fact that he had then been comatose for twenty two days, then he’d gone through a strange sort of gray period for about three days where he kept waking up and being told hours had passed…

He hadn’t really had a chance to shave.

It had been a terrifying stretch of time, and it was far from over.

Hunter was weak.

He had never been weak before. Not in his memories, certainly not since he’d come here. Well, with the exception of the times he’d pushed himself too hard in the past. This felt like the king hell version of that, and also somehow fundamentally different.

His body had shut something off, something vital. Without actually testing it, Hunter somehow knew that he couldn’t activate his enhanced state. Part of him wanted to reach for it, but some other part of him knew it would be a bad idea. It wasn’t just that nothing would happen, it would probably be the equivalent of trying to lift something really heavy after hitting the gym all damn day.

He might tear his brain or something.

The thought was terrifying on many levels.

Hunter raised the electric razor to his beard once more, and once more he paused there, staring at himself uncertainly in the mirror. He almost felt like he was looking at another person. And in that moment, he realized he felt like another person. Except not quite that strongly. Still himself, but...different.

Different how?

Different priorities maybe.

Maybe that was a good thing.

Hunter sighed and slowly lowered the razor again. He almost set it on the sink, but kept it in his hand. He thought about those three days. They had been strange and surreal. Each time he woke back up, another mate was beside him. Often, there were two squeezed up there with him. And all of them, somehow, had managed to sneak in some sex with him.

That had only added to the surreal factor.

He had gained more of each day back, and the third day, yesterday, had nearly been normal. He’d been awake, out of pain, in his right mind, and working. Chloe was reluctant, but he had basically demanded to know the situation, what had happened in his absence.

Mercifully, the prevailing answer was: not that much.

They had secured the Warren, pieced together what had actually happened, destroyed the Trinket stuff, and then slowly gotten back to their lives. Brooke had led their security force in his absence, putting together patrols, though they didn’t really need to. They had thankfully informed Binx of the situation, and they’d ultimately headed back to their outpost with a few trucks filled with supplies. About a week into his coma, a heavy storm had hit the forest, even heavier than before, lasting five days.

From what they told him, there was still a fair amount of snow out there.

Somehow, it felt…

Right.

It took him a few seconds to realize why: this felt like winter vacation in high school.

“Hey, uh...everything okay in there?” Brooke asked, startling him.

Hunter still had the razor to his beard.

“Yeah,” he said, abruptly coming to a decision. He set the electric razor back in the medicine cabinet, behind the mirror, and closed it with a click. “Just another minute.”

“Okay. Take as long as you need,” she replied.

She sounded like she was walking on clouds. He knew how she felt. Or, no, he didn’t. But that was fine for now.

Hunter turned on the water and wet his hands, then ran them through his hair and beard, smoothing it all down a little bit, trying to look like he wasn’t a bear waking from fucking three straight months of hibernation.

This was actually the exact reason he preferred to buzz his hair off. But now...that didn’t seem appropriate. He was, well, not someone else now, but someone different. Someone with a short beard and a head of short brown hair, someone who looked less feral. Less insane. More like someone who could actually live a normal life.

He was someone who taught gun safety, not someone who pumped lead into enemies.

He was someone who showed proper form while working out and created custom workout routines for anyone who asked, not someone who slogged through miles of forest or open country and stormed an enemy base.

And he...kind of liked that.

Hunter chuckled and stepped out of the infirmary bathroom, shutting off the light. He felt a lot better right now. He’d donned his black uniform. They’d repaired it for him, and put it next to his bed for when he awoke. Interestingly, he found himself wanting to wear blue jeans and a white t-shirt. He could probably make that happen.

And here was Brooke, smiling at him cautiously.

They had all been treating him like he was fragile. He tried not to hold it against them. It was automatic, reflexive instinct on their part, they didn’t know it was mildly insulting. Well, Yelena did. And he suspected Chloe and Janessa did, too. But they all did it. Even Yelena. And some part of him did like it, he couldn’t deny that.

“So, how you feeling?” she asked.

“I’m feeling pretty good. Definitely good enough to have a look at the training course and the gym,” he replied, heading for the exit.

“I studied your plans and implemented them as exhaustively as I could.” She sounded pensive, if not downright anxious, as she followed him.

The conversation faltered as they found themselves surrounded by a dozen or so people. Civilians just...waiting for him.

“Hey, everyone...uh...you need something?” he asked.

“We just wanted to be here, when you left,” one of them replied awkwardly, not quite looking at him. “We, um...really appreciate what you did...I mean, everything you’ve done for us, Captain.”

That had apparently started while he was out. Everyone was referring to him as Captain now, sometimes Captain Hunter. Occasionally Cap, if they were feeling particularly happy. Who had started, when and why? Apparently no one could say.

“Well, that’s what makes a community so great. I was out there killing Trinkets and wolves for you, and you all were here, taking care of the Warren.”

“That’s so...easy, though,” one of the others, Penny, he realized, said.

“It doesn’t matter. It’s an illusion. It all matters. A society is a machine, and we are a society. And a machine is made up of a thousand different parts, and they all have to work together. They all have to do their thing. That’s why it’s so important. Because...well, you all know how easy it is for a society to collapse. You all showing up and doing your job, volunteering to help out in the kitchen, to cover an extra shift, or to sing karaoke or tell a story to a worn out crowd, I need that as much as you need me killing bad guys.”

No one seemed to know what to say, but they were all smiling at least.

“Thank you, Hunter,” Penny said finally.

“You’re welcome. And thanks everyone for coming to see me like this. I do appreciate it. Now, I gotta go check out the training course and the gym, make sure all is as it should be so we can finally get the ball rolling on the Rangers.”

“I’ll be there,” Penny said, and three others he wasn’t as familiar with murmured in agreement.

“I’ll be so happy to test you and train you.”

He waved farewell and he and Brooke resumed their journey. Brooke was staring at him, wide-eyed.

“Uh...everything okay there?” he asked.

“Hunter, you’re different. You’re really different now.”

“Am I?”

“Yes. Man, I’ve got to pull some footage of you. The cameras would’ve caught that. And then compare it to a similar conversation from before your coma. You’re so different. There used to be this...intensity to you. This gravity. This heaviness. It was like you couldn’t switch it off. And now it’s not there. You just sounded so damned chill there, in a way I’ve never quite heard. Maybe when you’re at your most relaxed.”

“Huh. Interesting. Yeah, I would like to see a comparison, actually.” A moment of silence passed. “So, is it a good thing?”

“What? Oh, yes! Absolutely! It’s amazing, honestly.” She gasped. “You’re going to be a perfect father! Holy shit! That’s what’s got me all...bothered. Oh, you’re going to be so patient and kind and disarming! You’re going to be so massive, but they’ll grow up with it, so they won’t really know to be intimidated by your size, and they’re going to feel so safe with you!”

“I fucking hope so,” he muttered.

“They will, Hunter, trust me.”

They came to the training course. Hunter had been toying with ideas for a little while. He hadn’t even realized Brooke had known to find it and utilize it. He was glad he’d basically finished it the plan.

“I had to make some changes,” she whispered.

“I believe you made the changes with the best intentions and intelligence,” he replied.

She sighed, though it was closer to a dreamy sigh. It was a rather curious sound, coming from a woman as jacked as she was.

“I...appreciate that. Come on.”

Down on the fifth floor, Hunter had earmarked a whole corridor for use by the Rangers. His elite security force that he would lead, apparently as Captain Hunter, and Brooke would be his number two, as Lieutenant Sterling. He had roughly a dozen and a half earmarked for potential recruits. He was confident about fourteen of them were going to volunteer, like Penny back there, and the rest he would ask.

The training course took up the entire length of one half of the Ranger’s Corridor. All the walls had been either removed or adjusted, creating a series of tight corridors and rooms. As they walked through it, Hunter was genuinely impressed. It looked legit. He wasn’t sure where they’d managed to get some of the window dressing to make the place look more real.

He could see where she’d made the changes, and they did indeed make sense.

“So...what do you think?” she asked as they crossed the hallway and came into the gym.

“I was right. To trust in you. That thing was flawless.”

“Flawless?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

He chuckled. “Okay, I will want to have a more thorough inspection, but I’m confident I won’t find much. I really appreciate what you did, Brooke.”

She blushed, then laughed uncomfortably. “Let’s keep going.”

“Well...hold on a minute,” he replied, taking her hand.

“What?” she asked uncertainly, looking back.

He drew her over to a bench and sat down. “Have a seat. Tell me how you’re doing. I mean, really. How you’re feeling about...everything.”

Brooke hesitated only a moment, then sat down. She brushed some of her hair off her face. It had grown noticeably since last he’d seen her. That was, apparently, a potential side effect of pregnancy in rabbits. Something he was still kind of shocked to learn. She had said she was going to chop it mostly off after giving birth, and he was very much looking forward to that.

Jacked, short-haired tomboys apparently really did it for him.

“So, how am I feeling about everything? Shit…” she muttered, not looking at him, instead staring into the gym. “I’m still finding my feet, I guess? After everything that happened, including not one, but two big take-downs, you were comatose for three fucking weeks. Then it took you another three days to finally start coming out of it. And then it took another three days for you to actually be able to get up. Bringing us to now. And that has all been…”

She started crying abruptly. She got her arms around him before he could get his around her. She leaned against him, shoving her face into his chest, trying to speak.

“Talk after crying,” he murmured, rubbing the back of her head with one hand and her back with the other.

She said something he didn’t understand, but didn’t try to talk again after that. After a bit, he switched from rubbing the back of her head to caressing one of her ears. It was a sexual thing, but it was also an intimate thing, and something that helped calm them down sometimes, he had learned.

After about thirty seconds of silence, she gently pushed away from him, and he released her.

“Sorry,” she said, looking tired, angry, and vaguely embarrassed.

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” he replied.

She laughed softly, then sighed. “I’ll be right back.”

He watched her walk up to one of the few doors in the room and saw that it let into a bathroom. Good idea. They were also going to want to set up a shower room down here. When he’d initially been coming up with it, he’d been dubious it could be done, or at least done so easily, but Riley and Lacy maintained it was very possible.

Brooke emerged a moment later, looking refreshed. “All right, um, so. You asked about me. I’m...actually pretty good right now. Despite the crying. I think that was just...stress, so much stress. But I’m fucking thrilled you’re awake.”

He chuckled. “I mean, I figured that. Maybe I should ask something else. How do you feel about...how this all turned out? And about where it’s going?”

It occurred to him that he’d probably be asking some variation of this to all ten of his mates.

“Well, I sure wish it had gone a lot better. But all things considered, I know that it honestly turned out amazingly. We would have had so much more trouble without you. Shit, now that I have a picture of just how insane everything was...we’d have been so fucked. As for where we are? Good. I mean, certainly I’d rather we be farther along, but good.”

“And the future?”

“I’m...kinda optimistic, to be honest.” He chuckled, he couldn’t help it. Brooke rolled her eyes. “I know, ridiculous, right? But I am. And…” She had been looking speculatively out at the gym, no doubt considering the training she’d be doing, and putting others through. Now she turned to look at him directly. “I’m bad with this shit, so I’m just going to say it. I promised myself I’d say it to you as soon as I could once you’d woken up, but I always hesitate, or something comes up. And I just need to say it.”

“I’m listening,” he replied, very curious about what she had to say.

“I am a better person because of you. A far better person, and directly because of your intervention. I wanted to...thank you, for being patient with me, when I made it extremely difficult at times. And for doing, fuck, just, everything you’ve done for me. For all of us, but for me.” She hesitated, looking uncertain. “How did you know? That I’d...change?”

“Oh, shit, Brooke, I didn’t. I know a lot of things, but when it comes to the future? No. I can guess, but with you, it wasn’t a guess.”

“Then what was it?”

“It was a hope. And it was doing the right thing.” He considered his next words for a moment. “At the end of the day, when a person has corrosive beliefs or a harmful way of living their life, living with hatred for example, it isn’t just other people that suffer. They’re suffering, too. Every time you brought up the wolves, I could see you tasting hatred, almost overwhelmed by it at times. And that hurts. Me, but very much so, you. And now you are wife-sisters with a wolf. You trust her to sleep beside you at night, you’ll trust her with our kits. Think about how happy Riley has made you, made all of us. And how happy we made her. She’d be dead now, probably. And now she’ll bring joy and help potentially thousands of people over the rest of her life. All because you decided to give a wolf a chance.”

He paused, frowned, then sighed softly and sat back down.

“What’s wrong?” Brooke asked immediately, fear infecting her voice.

“It’s nothing, just feeling kind of weak. Already. Fuck,” he muttered.

“It’s okay, it’s going to happen. Your abilities-”

“I know, Brooke. I’m not worried.” He paused. “Well, okay, I am worried, but not that worried. I’m pissed. And...embarrassed.”

“Yeah, I get that,” Brooke murmured awkwardly.

“But it is what it is. And I’m not stupid. You know, mostly. I know I can’t just power through this, and you aren’t going to catch me trying to do something stupid like working out when I know that the less I strain my body, the faster I’ll heal. But...damn is it rough.”

“I know, Hunter,” Brooke murmured, looking down at him with an uncertain anxiety. Abruptly, it cleared. She smiled. “You know, I know something that will take your mind off of things.”

“You think that’s the best idea right now?” he replied.

“I do…” she answered demurely, lifting her shirt and exposing her now very pregnant belly. “Don’t worry,” she added, taking his hand and placing it against her stomach, “I’ll be careful.”

“I actually can’t say no to you,” he muttered.

She giggled and hauled him up.


CHAPTER 2

For once, Hunter was lost.

And in the Warren, too.

He supposed he shouldn’t be too anxious, because the instructions had been kind of vague, but he could feel fear creeping up his spine. He pushed away at it as he made his way down the second of the main thoroughfares on the third level down. It was already getting populated, and between his own three-apartment home that they were slowly setting up and all the new people, it probably wouldn’t be all that long before they had to open up the next one down.

They were still fixing the damage to the lowest levels.

“Come on,” Hunter muttered as he reached the end of the thoroughfare and still didn’t see what he was looking for.

She’d said it would have a sign on it-

“Hunter?”

He paused as he began heading back, zeroing in on Kiara’s voice. She stood in the doorway to one of the apartments that wasn’t an apartment.

“Kiara,” he said, more relieved than he would have cared to admit. “Did you move? I didn’t see the sign.”

“Oh.” She winced slightly. “I, uh, forgot to put it back up. I took it down because I wanted to draw a few things on it...are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he lied, and hated that the lie worked.

“Come in, see it!” she replied eagerly.

That made him smile, at least. Kiara was different now, too. They all were, he was realizing. Not just his mates, but damn near everyone in the Warren. It had been a day since his time with Brooke, and he’d spent about half of it resting and half of it wandering about the Warren. (Okay, more than half resting.) There was a new atmosphere, one of supercharged hope.

A great weight had been lifted from them all and, despite the mourning they’d be doing for a long time, the people were happy.

Overjoyed, even.

He wished he felt the same. Well, he did...on an intellectual level. Emotionally, though? He was having his own problems.

“Wow, this place is pretty nice,” he murmured as she led him into the lobby.

Mostly, it was a waiting area. A comfortable one. There were chairs and small tables around, a pair of couches, a kitchenette, some books on a small, high shelf, and a corner dedicated to toys. She led him past a desk and then a bathroom and came to the door at the back. It led into her office. Hunter looked around it, admiring it.

Kiara had made some changes while he’d been out. Namely, she had fully turned control of the Warren over to Lacy, Riley, and Petra. All three of them had turned into a pretty lean leading machine, and Kiara, as she said, was tired. She wanted something smaller. And so, she had created the Office of Problem Solving.

Her office was pretty simple: a desk, a swivel chair, four other chairs, a single potted plant, and a water cooler. It was all very tidy and clean and organized. On her desk, he saw the sign she had made and was honestly surprised. He’d expected something hand-drawn, but this looked like it had been designed for a corporation.

It looked professional. The placement, the typography, even the paper the sign was printed on. And the drawings she added, a few lightbulbs, a few question marks...that didn’t look like question marks and yet he understood that’s what they were, they looked professional, too. Below the words OFFICE OF PROBLEM SOLVING was another phrase: No Problem Too Small!

“How’d you make this?” he muttered. “You drew this?”

“I printed the words, I drew the rest,” she replied.

“This is extremely professional.”

She chuckled awkwardly as she leaned against her desk. “I had a knack for presentation. And drawing.”

“Apparently you still do,” he muttered, studying it some more. When he looked back up at her, she was frowning at him. “What?”

“Something’s wrong,” she said. “I just realized that right now. Something’s wrong. With you. What’s wrong?”

“I...nothing.” Her frown deepened considerably and she crossed her arms. Well, that lie hadn’t worked. He sighed. “It’s not a big deal.”

“Hunter. Tell me. Now.”

He struggled for a moment, and then realized he wasn’t going to be able to get out of this. And then he felt frustrated, at himself, at the situation. Here he was, hiding shit from her. From them.

“I’m...scared,” he said, making himself look at her.

Her expression softened and she uncrossed her arms. “Of what?”

He tried to speak, then sighed heavily and shook his head. “I’ve lost my edge.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m so...weak, ever since waking up. And I know, that’s to be expected, but that isn’t it. It’s not just weakness. It’s...I’m slow. I’m forgetting things. It’s honestly deeply concerning. And, before you ask why I haven’t mentioned it before now, the reason is that I was hoping either it would get better, go away, or I’d realize I was being paranoid.”

“Exactly how bad of memory lapses are we talking?” Kiara asked cautiously.

“I mean, not terrible. I forget where I set stuff down. If someone asks me a question and I’m busy with a task, by the time I finish the task I’ve forgotten the question. But honestly, the memory loss isn’t what’s really bothering me. It’s the...lack of comprehension. I’ve been overhearing people talking, you know, as I’ve walked around since waking up, and sometimes it feels like...I understand that a point is being made, but I simply don’t grasp it. Like, there’s just a blank there, and I know there shouldn’t be. And before you ask...no, I can’t remember any specific examples right now.”

Kiara stared at him for a moment, frowning. “Well, my love, you took a very serious blow to the head. It was pretty bad. We were kind of panicking. Between all the medical personnel here, we managed to patch your skull, but without a neurologist...but the scans didn’t show any brain damage.”

“Yeah, but what if they aren’t powerful enough? Or my brain is just a little too different to realize?”

She kept staring at him, then sighed and shook her head. “We have to talk with Chloe about this.”

“Wait,” he said, taking her hand as she began heading for the door.

“What?”

“...can it wait? Just a little bit. I kinda really wanted to have this nice little moment in here with you. Can we just pretend this conversation didn’t happen for the next...half hour?”

Kiara looked like she wanted to say no, but then she relaxed. “Okay. I can do that. I want to do that, honestly. Although I really want to make sure you’re all right…”

“Tell me more about your office, your project.”

“Well…” She smiled suddenly and walked around to her chair. There she sat, and Hunter sat down across from her, just barely able to fit. “So, as you saw on the sign, this is the Office of Problem Solving. And no problem is too small. I want to at least try to solve every problem. From lost socks to couples’ problems to broken lightbulbs. Anything that people for some reason can’t solve for themselves, and can’t get someone else to do it.”

“Is it just going to be you?” he asked.

“No. Rain, Nicole, Diane, Chloe and, interestingly, Yelena, have all agreed to fill in sometimes. I figured you would, too.”

“Absolutely.”

“So, it’ll just be me either personally solving problems, or locating whoever it is I need to help me solve the problem. I’ve got the run of the Warren.”

“That you do. Speaking of that…”

“Yes?”

“How are you feeling about stepping down? It’s been a little bit and I meant to ask you again.”

“Oh, I feel fine. More relieved than ever, honestly. I have had enough responsibility to last me a lifetime, and the fact that I’m doing this instead of taking a vacation for the next year means that I clearly give a shit about responsibility. It’s not something I can really put down. But I do understand that I really need to back off, and for a while. Maybe forever. Because this took a toll on me. It took years off my life. And I want...I need to have a smaller, simpler role now.” She paused, smiled down at her belly. “Well, for now. I figure I can wander around the Warren with our newborn children if necessary. Get a little stroller, maybe…”

“I’m sure I can figure out how to build one,” Hunter replied.

“I’m sure you can. And I would love that. I know the others would, too. Mmm.”

“What?”

“Rain’s due to pop any day now. She can’t be more than a week out, ten days at the absolute latest.”

“I’m really looking forward to it, although now I’m a little scared I won’t remember parts of it.”

“You’ll remember,” Kiara replied with a sure smile.

Hunter hoped she was right. He perked up suddenly. “Maybe we could run down a problem right now.”

“Hmm, let’s see what’s on the list,” she murmured, turning to her terminal and navigating it for a moment. “All right, not much. Actually, there’s only one I haven’t solved yet. Someone needs a second table brought to their apartment, they have it earmarked in storage. We could do that.”

“I think I can still manage that,” Hunter agreed, rising to his feet.

Kiara smiled, secured her terminal, and joined him in heading out of her office. As they walked back through the corridors of the Warren, he studied her. She was different now, too. Except when it came to him, Kiara walked through the world with an ease he had not seen before. She already was pretty confident by the time they had met, that much was obvious, but there was also a tension to her. An enormous tension.

He’d spent enough time around her to know that, while yes, a lot of that came from the literal apocalypse she was facing, it was also something she had carried with her most of her life. Not this amount, but definitely more than usual. It seemed to be gone now. Well, not completely, but almost. He knew it wouldn’t last, but he did think that now that they had faced this threat and the storm had more or less passed, her baseline would be much calmer on average.

Though he did wonder if it would survive contact with motherhood.

But she was happy. That was the important thing. She was safe and healthy and happy.

“Here we are,” she murmured, coming to the appropriate storage room.

They went inside and found a lot of recently constructed furniture stacked. Mostly chairs and tables, some shelving units packed up, yet to be assembled. A couple of desks. Every storage room he came by these days was so much busier now, almost all of them scattered with things being unpacked or assembled.

It was a good feeling, seeing that.

They found the table. It was folded up, leaned against the wall with a few others. It came with a handle and Hunter was vaguely relieved to find it easy to pick up. Grasping the handle firmly, he followed Kiara deeper into the Warren.


CHAPTER 3

“Mmm...no, I’m not seeing anything, Hunter. I’m not actually seeing any damage. And I’ve been monitoring you consistently for literal weeks. The entire time you were comatose. And this is the best equipment in the entire Warren.”

Chloe turned to look at him when he didn’t respond.

“What?” she prompted finally.

“It’s just...I’m worried. We know that the technology I came equipped with is far beyond anything you guys have. I could be broken at a level you simply cannot detect or don’t understand,” he replied.

Anxiety was new to him.

Fear, dread, terror, horror, apprehension, he was familiar with all that. But anxiety? It was a new feeling, he realized. He’d thought he’d felt it in the past, but he clearly hadn’t. This was...insidious. Sinister. Subtle. Horrifying.

It gnawed. Dread smothered, terror choked, horror squeezed, apprehension lurked, fear danced around in your guts, but anxiety…

Gnawed.

Except when it didn’t. Sometimes it came on in sudden dark swarms, overwhelming your defenses without the slightest warning. And then you were infected with it, and there was no way to get rid of it quickly. You just had to sweat it out.

He hated it.

He suddenly had so much more empathy and understanding for those he saw who suffered from it. It was debilitating. He could genuinely see why it was considered a full-blown handicap in its more extreme times. It gave him more pause than a Trinket ever did.

It wasn’t what he’d call out of control. He was always able to overcome it...so far. His real hedge against despair was the notion that this was simply a side effect of his damage and his enhanced abilities being offline. Once he was fully healed and his enhancements came back, it would banish the anxiety.

Probably.

Hopefully.

Chloe was staring at him. He realized he’d sort of lapsed into silence, letting his thoughts take him over.

“Hunter,” she said gently, standing up and walking over to him. She hugged his head to her chest. “You’ve been through the worst thing that happened to you since coming here. Maybe one of the worst things that happened to you in your life. And you used your enhancement at a level you didn’t even know existed before then. It makes sense that you are slow and stumbling occasionally. I think…”

She hesitated long enough that he realized she was trying to spare his feelings.

“I want to hear your insights. I want anything that might help,” he replied quietly.

“Okay. I think you’re used to everything being easy, to dominating. And suddenly, this is hard. Not just hard, but really hard. And you don’t really know how to handle a problem like this, but you always know how to handle problems. I think you should try, at least for a few days, to just...let yourself relax, and recover.

“If something happens, then yes, we will act on it, and after say, three days, if you’re still feeling bad, we’ll try something new. I’ll get together with...everyone I can think of: the other doctors, Riley, Yelena, Kiara, anyone, and see if we can brainstorm up some kind of new test or modification to the existing equipment. I want you to feel better, but I’ve seen this before, Hunter. I truly think you’re psyching yourself out, obsessing over it.”

“...I hope you’re right,” he replied.

After a moment, he slid his hands down until he cupped her fat, pregnant ass.

“Hunter…” she murmured, clearly amused.

“Yeah?”

“You know that in my advanced state of pregnancy I am far more...amorous than normal.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And that even something as simple as grabbing my ass can get me really worked up.”

“Yes.”

“Then why are you doing it?”

“I guess I want to have sex with you.” She looked down at him. He looked back at the bathroom and raised his eyes.

“I…” She bit her lower lip for a moment, then looked at the closed door. “Fuck it. Come on,” she growled, grabbing him and pulling him towards the bathroom.

They got inside and she pushed him down onto the closed toilet lid.

“We don’t have time for anything but a quickie,” she muttered as she got down on her knees and began undoing his pants. “Rain is coming in for a standard pregnancy scan pretty soon. So...fast.”

“I can probably manage that,” Hunter replied.

“You’d better,” she growled, glaring up at him for a moment, then going back to work on his pants. “This fucking-there we go!” He chuckled and she glared up again. “What’s so funny?”

“It’s just...you’ve been a lot feistier just recently.”

“I’m not sure what that means,” she murmured.

“Huh, been a long time since we’ve had one of those. You’ve been more full of fire just recently.”

“Side effect of being so close to giving birth,” she muttered, then slipped his erection into her mouth and began bobbing her head rapidly.

Hunter suppressed a laugh. She looked kind of ridiculous, her eyes wide, almost enraged, rabbit ears flopping back and forth as she coated his cock in her saliva as fast as she could. Thankfully, he caught a look down the front of her shirt at her huge tits and that refocused him. Abruptly, she stood up and pulled her pants down.

As she turned around, showing him her huge, pale ass, there was a knock at the door.

“I’m busy!” Chloe cried.

“Okay, wow,” Rain replied.

“Oh! Shit! I’m sorry, it’s just-we’re busy right now, Rain! I need a minute.”

“Wait, we? Is Hunter in there with you?”

“Yes! Now just-ugh!”

She gave up, reached between her thick thighs, and gripped his cock. Sitting down in his lap, she penetrated herself with it with a loud moan, placed her hands on his knees, and began riding his cock.

“Oh fuck, that’s exactly what I need right now,” she groaned.

Hunter sat back and let her satisfy herself. He had very much missed this. It was strange, because from his perspective, they’d had sex not that long before he woke up, but his body sure felt the lack of it. The first time he’d actually stuck his cock in one of them (interestingly, yet again, Chloe had been the first one to get her hands on him), he’d lasted all of fifteen seconds and blown what was probably the biggest load of his life.

Or at least his life here.

“Hey, I want a turn!” Rain complained, opening the door.

Chloe completely ignored her, and Hunter almost did. He was absolutely enamored by how fat her ass was now. Being out for three solid weeks meant that he had missed a lot of their pregnancy, so from his perspective, suddenly most of his mates were a lot more obviously pregnant. And he was discovering that he absolutely had a pregnancy fetish, as if he didn’t know that already.

Then he flicked a glance at Rain and it felt like being drawn to a magnet. Of them all, she was the most radiant when it came to her pregnant state. Her skin had a lush, healthy pale glow. Her breasts had grown probably two sizes since he’d first met her, and her hips, ass, and thighs were a lot more hefty. She kind of looked like a fertility goddess.

“Here, babe,” Hunter said, reaching around, finding her clit, and rubbing it vigorously.

Chloe cried out, going rigid for a few seconds, then she began stirring his erection around inside of herself. Within about seven seconds she was orgasming. She cried out, twitching in pure rapturous release, and he groaned as he felt her inner muscles squirming and fluttering wetly, tightening around his rigid length.

Then she was finished and still. Chloe let out a sigh of relief and stood up, then pulled her clothes back into place.

“He’s all yours, I’m going to prep the scan,” she murmured, panting a little.

“Yep,” Rain replied, already tossing her shirt away.

He watched as Rain took all her clothes off, apparently feeling the urge to be completely naked for this. Once she was, (dear GOD did her body look incredible), she walked over to him and kissed him. Then she turned around and took up Chloe’s position, sliding his cock inside of herself.

“Look how fat you got me,” she complained, settling in his lap for a moment.

“Yep,” he murmured, reaching around and sliding his hands up to her frankly absurdly large breasts. “Fat and pregnant and whiny.”

“I am not whiny!” she declared, then began riding him.

Hunter groaned as the pleasure restarted. Rain let out a satisfied little laugh, then cried out as he hit something particularly pleasant and sensitive. He slipped his hands down to her big hips and started helping her bounce on his cock.

It was, unfortunately, a quick session. He just barely managed to get her off before his own orgasm kicked into existence, and then he was filling her perfect pregnant pussy up with his seed. It burst out of him and into her, sending shockwaves of pleasure into him as he laid his hands across her big belly. They came together, and then sat together, catching their breaths.

“That’s a lot better,” Rain whispered, slowly standing up and then stepping into the shower stall.

“Definitely,” Hunter agreed, putting himself away and standing. “How are you?”

“Pretty happy in general. Ready to give birth,” she replied as she started up the shower and began cleaning up the mess they’d made. “How about you?”

“Pretty okay. Annoyingly tired still.”

“You’re healing, Hunter.”

He turned more fully to face her. “You said that with significance.”

She chuckled. “I’ve been watching you closely, my interdimensional supersoldier lover. You’re healing. Slowly, but it is happening. You’re moving just a little faster, resting just a little bit less. You’re just used to everything snapping into place immediately. But this is different, Hunter. You need more patience.”

Hunter stared at her, a small smile on his face. Rain...sometimes surprised him more than any of the others. She seemed so timid and often so agreeable. So innocent and harmless, even. At a glance, she seemed like the kind of person who would have trouble standing up for themselves. But she absolutely was not that.

She often was the one to tell someone plainly they were being unreasonable, or telling someone a harsh truth. But she was so good at it. Maybe it was how she looked or her voice or some innate social gift, but she almost never pissed anyone off.

“I guess that’s true,” he replied finally.

“I’m glad we see eye-to-eye on that,” she said. “Now, will you help me dry off and dress so that I can get this scan and get back to work? Dinner’s ramping up.”

“At some point, you’re going to have to take a break. Like, in a broader sense.”

“I know,” she replied, shutting off the water, “why do you think I’m still working so hard?”

…

Rain’s scan came back fine, and so did Chloe’s, after he’d pushed her just a little to get one as well. He wanted to know for sure that everything was still going smoothly. And it was. They were healthy. They were both very close to giving birth.

From there, Chloe had wanted to go for a walk on the surface.

Hunter had been vaguely reluctant, but all the data showed that they were still secure. And there hadn’t been a single live Trinket sighting since he’d killed Pierce.

So now, here they were, walking slowly along the path that led east from the Warren.

“How far off do you think warmer weather is?” Hunter asked.

“Two weeks at the earliest, six at the most, I think. Hard to say this year.”

“I’m looking forward to it being warm again. We’ll finally be able to let people out more regularly. Go for hikes, go fishing, hunting, build tree forts...I think I’ll do that. In that big tree about an eighth of a mile northwest of the Warren.”

“For you?” she asked, looking mildly amused.

“For our kits. And me. I always liked standing atop something that gives a great view. Control towers, battleship command decks, communication arrays…”

He trailed off and they walked in silence for several minutes. Hunter had to admit, this was nice. He was still checking his periphery, listening for threats, performing half a dozen other subtle environment checks, but he actually felt pretty relaxed, all things considered.

The land was still dead, but maybe not quite as dead. Perhaps that was just his imagination, but it felt like it was waking back up.

It was admittedly harder to tell with the amount of snow left.

“Chloe...how are you doing? In general? With how this all ended up?” he asked, finally breaking the still silence. It felt vaguely like tossing a pebble into a small, flat pond.

She didn’t respond for a minute, then two. He wondered if it was a bad time for the question, but she didn’t seem upset.

“It feels callous to say that I feel good about it,” she replied at last.

“But you do?”

“...yes. Before this happened, I wasn’t very happy. I was doing my job, overworked because, well, the apocalypse was coming. More money is being stolen by the rich, more people are getting hurt or ill, more people escaping to safer places, especially doctors, because they have the money to do so. I was frustrated that I was in my thirties and still unmated with no kits.” She paused, let out a bitter laugh. “Frustrated doesn’t begin to describe it. It consumed my life. Finding a mate, having kits...it’s everything in rabbit society. To not have done so by the age of thirty is quietly considered an intense personal failing.”

“I’m sorry, Chloe. That’s really fucked up.”

“Was it the same, in your culture?”

“From what I remember, not quite. My culture...was complicated. I mean, so is yours. But I’ve noticed things here are more cut and dry. Well, sometimes. But yes, I’d say that was generally the case, at least in some parts of my world. Really, it depended on the culture. It was getting worse, though, from what I remember. I think...there was some kind of fertility crisis.” He paused and really thought about it for a moment.

Slowly, some facts came to him.

“I think...the wealth gap dividing perhaps a few thousand people, maybe even less than a thousand by then, from literally billions of other people on the planet had grown to truly worrying levels. And their continued destruction of the planet and utter disregard and even disdain for science that could have easily fixed the fucking issues had killed off hundreds of millions in just a few years. And more was coming. People weren’t having children anymore. They said it was a fertility crisis, but the truth was, too many people simply did not have the resources to raise one child, let alone more than one. And by then, the average person took one look at the world around them and asked what was the point of bringing a child into this nightmare.”

“Why didn’t they just...try to fix things? Certainly they had the wealth and resources and power.”

“Because they didn’t want it fixed. They wanted to be kings. They wanted slaves. People are so much easier to control when they’re afraid. Or, put another way: it was in their own personal best interest to keep the world a shitty place. Plus, despite their status and wealth, some of them were actually fucking morons who genuinely didn’t understand that they were destroying the planet.”

Chloe was quiet for a long moment, frowning deeply. “...Hunter, why is your planet so awful?” She paused again, then laughed cynically. “I say as we walk along my own awful planet.”

“I think because...the wolves won on my planet. A long time ago. And secured their power, but in a quiet sort of way. If someone steps out of an alleyway with a gun and demands your money, that’s a common criminal who society will mostly agree is evil. If someone is wearing a business suit and offers you a loan that fucks you over and will have you paying absurd amounts of money years down the line, that’s considered very smart and society will generally agree that he’s an asshole, but what can they do about it? He’s in charge.”

“But the assholes in charge are insanely outnumbered, why wouldn’t everyone else try to stop them?”

“Because everyone else is tired, and hungry, and stupid. But it isn’t really their fault that they’re stupid. The wolves in my world slowly chipped away at the overall education system, bit by bit. A new law here, reduced funding there, a ‘change in curriculum’. If you raise the new generation by telling them what to think, instead of how to think, then it’s fucking insanely easy to convince them you’ve got all the answers. Especially if the world is in a shit state, and they know it is, but they have no idea how to fix it, and just want it fixed. The wolves always offer quick, easy answers to complex problems. And they’re always lying or wrong. Every. Single. Time. And it becomes so easy to brainwash people into believing a loud, dumbass politician who makes an ass of himself is ‘their guy’. Which is particularly embarrassing for them.”

“This is very depressing,” she murmured.

“It is. We’ve been living with the consequences of this for the past few months now. And this world will be forever changed now because of it, because a third of the population wanted to feel right so badly that they murdered another third of the population while the final third stood by and watched. And then most of them were enslaved or murdered too, because they didn’t fucking pick up a goddamned motherfucking rifle with the rest of us and shoot the evil fuckers when they came kicking the door in.” He hesitated, sighed. “This was supposed to be a peaceful walk.”

“Sorry,” she murmured.

“It isn’t your fault, I’m the one getting worked up. My point is...fuck, I dunno what my point is.”

They stopped on the trail and stood there together for a time. Hunter was just about prepared to turn back around when he saw something in the forest.

“Chloe, look,” he murmured. “There.”

She looked, then laughed softly.

A pair of brown-furred rabbits were leading a clutch of eight baby rabbits through the underbrush, hopping along serenely.

“Maybe my point should be that life goes on. You can burn a whole forest down, and another forest will eventually grow in its place. We survived the fire,” he murmured.

“And now it’s time to grow into something new,” Chloe replied. She took his hand and smiled up at him warmly. “Let’s go home and spend some time together.”

He nodded. They began heading back home.


CHAPTER 4

“There, did you feel that?” Diane murmured.

Hunter chuckled, shifting his head slightly as it rested against her big belly. “Yeah, I felt it.”

“They’ve been kicking up a storm ever since you woke up. They know daddy’s around.” She giggled, running her hand through his short hair. “Mmm…”

“What?”

“I’m glad you let your hair grow out. How long do you think you’ll let it go?”

He laughed softly and sat up, then laid down beside her, resting a hand on her stomach without thinking about it. She felt so good against him, soft and warm and nude. They’d had vigorous sex and then a quick shower. They had intended to go out into the Warren and look for dinner, but they were both tired and instead had lain back down in their enormous bed.

“I’m not sure. I don’t think too long,” he replied. “I’m already close to buzzing my beard again. I wanted to give it a shot, but it bothers me. I can feel it.”

“Well, that’s fine by me. You should keep it stubble, though. You look best that way.”

He laughed. “You don’t like clean-shaven?”

“Not on you. It doesn’t look right. You seem like you should have perpetual five o’clock shadow.”

“Good for me, then. That’s what I like the best, too.”

The conversation drifted off again. They’d been lying there together for almost an hour now, just talking for a few minutes at a time and then lapsing comfortably into silence. Everyone else was out at the moment. He had the idea that everyone had a sort of understanding at the moment: now that Hunter was no longer comatose, he was wanting to take time with each of his mates, one on one, and they were respecting that.

He was more grateful than he could ever articulate that he had found as many reasonable women as he had to share his life with.

For the most part. Brooke and Yelena were still working on it, but they were doing well.

Especially Brooke. She’d come so far.

“I wanted to thank you,” Diane said, bringing him back to the moment.

“For what?” he replied.

She laughed softly and he realized she was close to crying. He’d been staring down at his hand resting on the curve of her belly, but now he looked up to her face.

“Everything...I’ve been meaning to talk with you about how much this all means to me for a long time now, but I haven’t really found the words or the right time. My life...has been difficult. I’ve been lucky, if I’m being honest, it could have been so much worse, but there was a lot of suffering in there. A lot of loneliness. A lot of anxiety. A lot of abject misery. And I never thought-” Her words were briefly broken by a small sob.

She sighed and wiped at her eyes. “I’m all right,” she murmured, “just emotional. I never thought that I’d find love and joy and a family after the end of the world. I feel guilty for saying this, but I’m happier now than I’ve ever been before.”

Hunter chuckled softly, running his thumb gently beneath one of her eyes to wipe away a few more tears that had collected. “You aren’t the only one to express that.”

“That’s good, I suppose,” she murmured. “This whole experience has been pretty horrible, but also pretty amazing. I don’t know. I realized that I felt...dull, for the last decade or so. I mean, I was happy for a little while there when I first met my ex-husband, but now that I’ve been with you and have that comparison...what we had doesn’t even come close to what we have. Which is amazing, because you’ve been almost single-handedly fighting a war and you have nine other mates. And you gave me kits,” she whispered, looking down at her stomach again.

“I’m really happy I could give you what I have so far, and I’m happier still at everything I’ll be able to give you going into the future. You’re a really amazing woman.”

She laughed, and there was a tiny bitterness there. “I’m not sure how you can say that when you’ve got mates like Brooke and Riley and Chloe...shit, Yelena? She’s so amazing…”

“Diane,” he murmured, slowly reaching up and gripping her chin and carefully shifting her face so that she was looking at him, “you are amazing. Everyone is amazing in their own way, and I know that sounds like a meaningless platitude, but for me, it’s genuinely true. I get different things out of each relationship and love different things about all of you. And I get it, it’s easy to feel...well, how about you tell me how you feel?”

“So you don’t say something I hadn’t even considered and make me feel worse?” she asked. He nodded. She chuckled. “Yeah, that makes sense. I just feel hopelessly outclassed by most of the women I now share my life with.”

“Okay, that’s what I thought it was. And that’s why I get it, even if it doesn’t seem like I would. Yelena’s a seasoned assassin and spec ops warrior, Janessa is a soldier, Chloe is a doctor, Kiara is an executive, Brooke is...herself.” Diane laughed again. “You are a teacher, and honestly, seeing you work with others, it’s clear you’re likely the best communicator among us. You’re also very...motherly, and we’re going to need that. You’re a hardass, but you don’t struggle with the softer side of life. That...is very rare. Also…”

“What?” she asked.

“You are such a fucking cougar.”

“I’m...what?”

He laughed. “Sorry, different connotations. To my people, cougar can mean: hot older woman who fucks younger guys.”

“You are not that much younger than me...wait, are you?”

“Um...I’m still not sure. But regardless, there is absolutely a part of me that is a horny teenager ardently enjoying fucking the shit out of a hot older woman.”

She laughed. “Well...that’s nice, but I don’t know. I’m not sure I qualify as a hot older woman. I mean I look like an older woman-”

“Diane, you don’t get it. First of all: you are hot. Second of all: I like that you look like a mature woman.”

“So you’re really telling me you are attracted to the signs of aging in a woman?”

“That is what I’m really telling you.”

She stared at him for a moment, slowly beginning to blush, then scoffed a little and shook her head, unsure of what to do with this information.

“Good for me, I guess.”

“Good for both of us. And listen, I bet you look at Yelena and Chloe and imagine they never worry about anything. Or almost never.”

“...kinda,” she admitted.

“That isn’t true. At all. I mean, Yelena is having real concerns about being able to adjust to this new life. She feels out of place, and like she’s never actually going to fit in here with us. Chloe has her own anxieties. We all do. I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

“Same thing as Yelena, really. My life is war. I’m literally designed to fight and kill. What happens when I can’t do that anymore? Will I be able to enjoy my life at all? I mean, I want to, but what if my brain just...can’t?”

“That’s a fair fear,” she murmured. “I guess...we would help you as best we could. You’d find ways to cope, to adjust, to ease the burden.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m hoping. Well, what I’m hoping is that I won’t really have to grapple with it.”

“You seem to be doing well so far.”

“Yeah, but I overexerted myself into a coma for three weeks and it’s only been a few days since I woke up. I’m still...recovering. Processing.”

“That’s true.”

“But my point is: you are unique and awesome and really hot. And I don’t want you to feel like you have to be in competition with the others. I know it’s going to be difficult managing our relationships, especially with all the kits just around the corner, but everyone likes you. Everyone wants everyone else to feel loved and heard and safe. No one’s trying to minimize or cut out anyone else. And if there are disputes, we’ll settle them. If you feel like something like any of that is happening, speak up, and we will listen, and do what we can to fix it. Our relationship, collectively, is never finished. We will always be working on it, adjusting it, considering it.”

“That...is a very good point,” she said softly. She was quiet for a few seconds. “I feel better. You’re good at that. I used to get so damned moody. Sometimes I’d be stuck for a few days like that. But you...can fix that, apparently.”

“Extremely good to know. I promise to only use this power for good.”

She snorted. “What do you mean?”

“I won’t just cheer you up so that you’ll fuck me or something.”

She grinned at him suddenly, then sat up and threw a leg over him, straddling his midsection. “Maybe you could do that every now and then. I wouldn’t mind.”

“Oh, wouldn’t you?” he replied, reaching out and settling his hands on her big hips.

“Nope. Might as well take advantage of the good mood, especially since I’m so pregnant.”

“Being pregnant seems to make you all so fucking horny...not that I’m complaining.”

“I thought not,” she replied, and speared herself with his erection.

The pleasure came right back, slick and hot and enrapturing. Hunter grabbed her broad hips and helped her start bouncing on his cock. He stared up at her, utterly lost in the sight of her pregnant, mature body. The way her huge tits were bouncing was hypnotic. The feel of her soft skin against his own was wondrous.

As they kept fucking, he finally couldn’t help himself, reaching up and cupping her huge breasts. She grinned and leaned forward once he began sliding his hands around back to her fat, mature ass. She lowered her breasts into his face and he immediately began sucking on one of her perfect pink nipples.

“Mmm...before too long, you’ll actually be able to get something out of these,” she murmured. He must’ve made an odd face because she lost some of her smile. “Unless...that isn’t a thing that’s done where you come from.”

“From what I remember, it is done, just...not often, I think. Or spoken of much. I think it was considered kind of a taboo.”

“Well, not here. So if you want to…”

“I want to.”

Her smile broadened a little. “Then you shall.”

He kept sucking on her breast after that, and didn’t last much longer. When he had finished pumping her pregnant pussy full of his seed once more, she rolled off of him, onto her back, panting again.

“Now I need another shower,” she murmured.

He laughed. “I could just get you something to clean it up with.”

“I appreciate it, but I’ll feel weird if I don’t get at least a quick one...would you do me a favor?”

“Yes.”

“I suddenly want something chocolate really bad.”

Hunter kissed her on the mouth, got up, and started dressing. “I’ll find you something.”

“I love you, Hunter,” she murmured dreamily.

“I love you too, Diane.”


CHAPTER 5

Hunter was hunting for Lilia.

He moved down the hallway, towards the gym. He’d been working on their apartment together with Riley and Kiara. They had, as of yesterday, truly finalized the plans. He was feeling a little awkward about the fact that it now took up four apartment slots, but every time he began to voice that concern, every last one of his mates pointed out, repeatedly, that there would be thirty seven of them living together.

It was probably the fact that his brain was having trouble genuinely believing that number. It didn’t seem possible.

Yet he knew it to be true.

It made him a little dizzy sometimes.

Now that they had the blueprints finalized, they had immediately jumped on actually building it. They all wanted a bigger space at this point. Naturally, he had wanted to be hands-on with the actual building, as it was going to take a lot of bringing walls down and putting walls up. Figuring out wiring and piping, stuff like that.

The apartments had been designed to be incredibly modular and relatively easy to break down, but it still required a fair amount of actual muscle work to do.

After about two hours, he’d really started feeling it, and Riley and several of the others had made him stop. They’d pointed him towards Lilia, though all of them swore that if anyone caught him lifting weights for the rest of the day they would punish him.

He’d been genuinely curious what it was that they would do, and finally Rain had said: “We will cry at you, Hunter. All of us.”

Well, that had soundly defeated him.

So now, here he was, going to see what Lilia was up to. For some reason he could not determine, it was her turn to get some one-on-one time with him.

Hunter stepped into the gym and looked around. He was heartened to see that there were a few dozen people in here, working out. That was good. Given they lived in an underground shelter and it was winter and they had survived a goddamned apocalypse, they were going to need some ways to combat depression.

He spied Lilia putting weights on a bench press. As he walked over, he frowned. That seemed like a lot of weight for her.

“Hey,” he said, coming to stand beside her.

“Oh, hey! Perfect timing,” she replied with a grin. “Was just going to look for someone to spot me.”

“How much is that?” he asked.

“One fifty.”

“...seriously?”

She laughed. “Yep. I know what you’re thinking: that’s way too much. Especially for someone with my build. But my wolf/rabbit heritage gives me a kind of unfair advantage there. I just...don’t really like to use it often. I used to, but people always got weirded out by it, so then I went through a phase where I tried to hide it. Eventually, I settled on: I’m not going to show it off, but I’m not necessarily hiding it, either.” She frowned suddenly. “What do you think about it?”

“I think it’s fucking hot,” he replied immediately.

She regained her smile. “I’m really glad to hear that.”

Lilia laid her long, lean frame out on the bench and gripped the bar. She grinned up at him as he held his hands palms-up beneath the bar, to catch it if she couldn’t lift it back up. She picked it up and did a rep. Two reps. Three.

After ten, she put it back up. She was clearly struggling by the end, but she did it.

“Damn,” he muttered.

“Yep,” she replied, sitting up and popping her neck. “What brings you around? Looking to work out? Because...I’m not going to let you.”

He laughed and held up his hands. “No, definitely not. Damn near everyone else just told me if they caught me working out they’d cry at me.”

“And that worked?”

“I mean, yeah. Of course it did. The idea that I made one of you cry is just...intolerable.”

Her smile grew a bit and she stood up, then kissed him. “I’m so glad I found you. Now, wait here. Gonna wipe this down and put the weights back, then I’m done, and you can go shower with me. Get something to eat, too?”

“Yes,” he replied.

He watched her go...goddamn did she have a nice ass. It was just a little too big for her frame, which activated his lust in a very intense way. She finished the job and then they walked out of the gym, into the hallway.

“So...how you doing?” he asked.

“Amazingly,” she replied with a broad grin that really underlined the truth of her statement. “Just really great lately. I’ve been happy in ways I thought I’d forgotten how to be. That is such a huge deal for me. I’ve spent a lot of my life unhappy and gray, but now I’m back! And it’s all thanks to you.”

She stopped, grasping his hand, and pulled him into an unoccupied apartment. She bumped the lights onto their dimmest setting with her elbow, then grasped his shirtfront.

“I mean, it wasn’t all me,” he replied, grinning down at her.

“It was mostly you, Hunter. I like everyone here and I love my fellow wife-sisters, but I am how I am right now because of you, specifically.” She paused, then when he began to reply, she put a finger on his mouth. “Can I just tell you one thing that I really, truly, insanely love about you?” He nodded. She laughed merrily.

“I...can just fucking be me. Who I am. Who I want to be. And...that never interferes with the relationship! That’s never been a problem! I realize it now that I know it for what it is, and I’m looking back over all my relationships. I didn’t really date around that much, but of every guy I dated, even casually, they always tried to suppress something about me. What I wore, where I went, how I spoke. They tried to get me to stop working out, got embarrassed by me in public for the dumbest reasons. Tried to make me shorter, I’m actually not joking. Just-” She let out an exasperated shout.

“It was frustrating. But you’re never threatened by me, or embarrassed by me. And I can just-be me! And I don’t have to give up anything in the relationship!? You don’t hold it against me, genuinely. Any of it. You fucking like that I’m muscular and tall. You fucking like that I’m in your face and I fuck with you. You like that I’m loud and sometimes a little obnoxious. Or, at least, you tolerate it.”

He hesitated, then raised his hand and tilted it side to side.

She snorted. “Right. And I fucking love you for that, Hunter! Keep it going like this, just like you are now, and that will always be enough for me! Now, fuck me in this random, unoccupied apartment.”

He laughed, picked her up, and began carrying her to the bedroom.

…

“Shit,” Lilia muttered.

“What?” Hunter replied, looking over at her. “What could possibly be wrong after that?”

She laughed. “Nothing, exactly. Just...I want a cigarette. But I can’t. I’m pregnant.”

“I didn’t know you smoked.”

She shifted around on the bed beside him. Her hair was a mess and stuck to her sweaty skin. He wasn’t sure how long they had gone on for, but it hadn’t been a quickie.

“I used to. I got into it kinda heavily in my twenties. But finally I stopped when my life settled down. For the last decade or so, it’s just a handful of times a year now. Only on the best and worst days.”

“That’s a kinda curious way to divide it up.”

“Well, it’s like two sides of the same coin, you know? On the worst days, it helps bring me back from the brink of insanity. On the best days, it helps elevate my happiness to something even higher. Like a cherry on top. I was sneaking them a lot when we were living at that house you found me at.”

“Why sneaking?”

She sighed. “My ex didn’t like it. It kind of became a point of contention. But I was just...so fucking stressed…”

“I mean, yeah, it was the fucking apocalypse.”

“...will it bother you, if I start up again once it’s, you know, safe? Not a lot, just sometimes.”

“It won’t bother me.”

“That is very good to hear.”

They lapsed into silence again. She rolled over onto her stomach and kicked her feet in the air slowly, lazily, her head laid on its side, pressed into the pillow, half her face hidden while the other half stared at him with a sedate smile.

“What do you think you’re going to do now?” he asked.

Part of this whole thing was figuring out what the ladies in his life were going to want to do now that they’d finally, finally crossed the threshold.

No more wolves. No more tigers. No more Trinkets.

...hopefully.

For now, they had the drone, but that wasn’t going to last forever. He had a couple of ideas on how to deal with that, but he knew he’d have to wait a little bit to implement them. Or, more realistically, he’d have to delegate.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I was thinking mostly that I’ll just...do what needs doing. Help out in the kitchen. Babysit. Fix stuff that I know how to fix. Learn a few new things. Finally figure out how to play the guitar...what was that?”

“What?”

She chuckled. “This look came onto your face when I said that.”

“I just...have a thing for musically inclined women.”

“You have a thing for every type of woman.”

“Not every, but...yeah.”

“Lucky for you then.”

“Very.”

“But you asked that question like you were maybe going to suggest something.”

“I had a thought, but if you’ve already decided…”

“I want to hear it.”

“Okay, well, I was hoping to get you to sign up for the Rangers.”

Her eyebrow raised. “Really? You think I’d make a good soldier?”

“Yeah, I do actually. I mean, you did better than fine while we were out there kicking ass.”

“Yeah, but that was just grabbing a gun and going. I don’t know if I’ve got the discipline to be an actual soldier.”

“I think you’re wrong, but ultimately it’s up to you. I’m not conscripting anyone unless the situation calls for it, and it’s looking like it won’t.”

“Hmm.” She was silent for a long moment. “I’ll think about it. It would probably be a good idea to utilize all this hard labor and actual combat and toughening up I’ve been through, turn it into something that could probably help me for the rest of my life.”

“Probably,” he agreed.

She laughed. “I’ll think about it. But at the very least, I know I want a few weeks to just...drift.”

“Same, honestly.”

She lost her smile. “You really fucking scared me there.”

“I know. I’m...sorry.”

“I think you aren’t.” He raised his eyebrows. She looked regretful and sat up. “That came out wrong. I’m sorry. I meant...I know you’re sorry that you scared me. Scared us. Obviously. But I also believe that you...would have made the same decision no matter what. Because to you it was the right decision to make.”

“You aren’t wrong. And, I just have to say: it wasn’t just to me. It was the right decision to make. Objectively.”

“...you’re right. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m just…” She hugged herself. “Had a really fucking hard time while you were out.”

“Come here,” he murmured.

She hesitated for a second, then she laid down against him. He put his arms around her.

“I’m sorry I scared you,” he said, rubbing the back of her head. “If there had been any other way...shit, I really don’t know what to say here.”

“It isn’t your fault, Hunter. Don’t worry, I’m not going to cry.”

“I never worry about that. And maybe you should.”

“Why?”

“You’ll feel better.” She looked up at him uncertainly. “Try, at least.”

She frowned, then abruptly her face screwed up as a hurricane of emotion blew in. Her emotional dam had been burst the moment she even attempted. She pushed her face back into his chest and wrapped her arms around him and started sobbing.

“It’s okay,” he said, holding her, running his hand slowly up and down the back of her head.

It was interesting. He was still surprised that he was so...equipped to handle this. As a career supersoldier, he figured he would be terrible with emotions. Maybe he had been. Maybe something had changed during the transition to this place. Or maybe since then.

However it had come to be, he was deeply grateful for it. While he would always be ready to pick back up the rifle and put back on the armor, it was becoming clear that that part of his life was, if not over, at least put into cold storage.

Only to be brought out for emergencies.

He found himself thinking of what Brooke said, how different he was. Perhaps something had happened to him during his fight with Pierce. He frowned. He hadn’t really thought too much of that bastard since he’d woken up. Maybe he’d been avoiding it. Maybe he should. Maybe he wasn’t quite ready yet.

Regardless, the here and now needed him more.

Lilia had stopped crying. She sniffed and let go of him, rolling onto her back.

“Thanks,” she murmured tiredly.

“You’re welcome. Do you feel better?”

“I do. And tired.” She yawned. “Shit, I’m really tired actually.”

“Wanna take a nap?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Then let’s do that. I could use one myself.”


CHAPTER 6

Hunter grunted with effort as he hauled the section of wall into place.

Riley was helping, though she was more guiding than lifting, as he was bearing most of the weight. It was damn heavy, but he could manage it. He was sure he could. His muscles were protesting a lot, though.

“Okay, drop it,” Riley said.

He dropped it and it locked into place with a very satisfying, metallic click. One thing he truly had to hand to the rabbits: they understood how to make stuff modular. He’d been initially a bit worried about the practical reality of assembling their dream home, but now that he’d actually been working on it, it was clear this was going to be a breeze, all things considered.

“All right,” Hunter said, looking at the other section of wall, “last one.”

“I think maybe we need one more person,” Riley replied.

“We can manage it.”

“Hunter…”

He sighed. “All right, all right. Let me sit down for a few minutes, then reassess.”

Now she sighed, but she nodded. They both took a seat on the floor, resting their backs against the newly-established section of wall. Well, bottom section. The walls were typically installed in two parts: top and bottom. He imagined it was to make the actual installation easier. Or maybe it was somehow stronger? Or shit, it could just be an aesthetic choice.

“What’s this room going to be again?” Riley asked.

“Laundry room.”

“Right. Wow. Shit. There’s going to be a lot of laundry going.” She laughed and shook her head. “We’re going to be practically our own apartment building.”

“Yeah, we’ve already requisitioned four washer/dryer combos. Probably gonna need more, but that already feels like a lot,” he replied.

“I think everything is going to feel like a lot.” She frowned and looked around. “You think we’re actually going to be done in time before Rain goes into labor?”

“I’m...not sure,” he admitted.

They’d sort of gone into overdrive. It hadn’t even been a week yet since he’d gotten up out of that fucking hospital bed, and they were probably about three quarters of the way done. Others had been chipping in, as well. And they were working in different groups. While he and Riley were here, putting the final wall into place, others had already carpeted and painted over half the apartment. Plumbing and power were operational in most places.

If you walked into the living room, you could easily be fooled into thinking it was a finished apartment. Over the past two days, Kiara had been overseeing the appropriation, transport, and proper placement of furniture.

It was already shaping up to be a pretty nice, expansive apartment.

“Hey...Hunter,” Riley said after several moments, and he could immediately tell she was going to say something that was in some way heavy.

“Yeah?”

“I...wanted to thank you. For...giving me a chance. I feel like I’ve never really directly thanked you for that. You could have just left me there, or cut me loose. But you gave me a chance. And we were functionally enemies when we first met, even if we weren’t really. You didn’t have any immediate way of knowing that.”

“You’re welcome, Riley. I feel extremely lucky that we met, and that you came to live with us.”

“That’s always nice to hear,” she muttered in a way that said she wasn’t finished venting whatever it was that was still bothering her. “I also wanted to thank you for...changing me.”

“Changing you?”

She sighed. “No, that isn’t right. For...for giving me room to change, I guess. Guiding me along gently without ever really telling me what to do, you know? I spent so much time being angry and paranoid. I couldn’t trust so many people around me. Or that’s what it felt like. I was never part of my society, and I was never part of their society, either. And while, yeah, there were other people living in Nym, it was either wolves or rabbits. But here I finally do fucking fit in.”

“You sound angry.”

She growled, then groaned. “I am, but I’m not even sure why anymore. I have everything I’ve ever wanted, basically. A perfect mate-”

He snorted. “I am not perfect.”

“Fine, but close enough for me. Better, by miles, than anyone else who ever tried to step up. I have a place to live, a place that is safe and accepting. The people here actually like me. I have fucking friends. Before, so often, it just felt like I had...allies. Like it was pure survival, and we’d work together so long as we had a common goal or it was mutually beneficial. It never really felt like much anyone really liked me, you know? I guess that’s what I’m pissed about, maybe. The past. Why did it have to fucking be that way for so long?”

She fell silent, hugging her knees to her chest. Hunter felt a little out of his depth again. He hadn’t really sensed any of this in the past couple of hours they’d spent together. It was more than a little surprising, but he had to remind himself that the mind tended to gather hurts that were like each other. And those gathered hurts eventually could coalesce into something worse: trauma.

You could be having a perfect day, in the best mood since your eyes opened in the morning, and then see one damned wrong thing. One thing that reminded you of that trauma you have, something you’ve endured dozens, hundreds of times over the course of your life, and it was like breaking a dam. It’d all come out and piss all over your day.

Hunter knew he had to try something. Crying, he could handle fine. But this stuff? He wasn’t so sure...but he also wasn’t a coward. And, more significantly, he knew he had to try because someone he loved was in pain and he wasn’t going to just ignore them.

“It was your whole life, Riley.” She looked over at him, almost startled. “It’s going to bother you, even if things are great. Even if things remain great. That’s just...how this shit works, for whatever reason. It’s like...an old wound that never healed properly. It’s gonna hurt sometimes, no matter how well you treat it.”

“That’s incredibly depressing,” she muttered.

“I know, but...a lot of things are. And the best you can do is learn to live with it. And by that, I don’t mean ignore it. I mean learn to manage it, learn to work with it, learn how to counter it.”

“How do I do that?”

“Well, for one, you should read over the briefing the therapists and psychologists put together.” He paused. “We should all read that.” He paused again. “Actually, I kind of want to make that mandatory reading. But...that’s probably not a good idea.”

“Could be.”

“No, I mean, getting everyone to read it is important, but I don’t want to make people do anything unless I have to. I’m hoping it’d be enough to just strongly encourage everyone.”

“Should be. Everyone here treats you like the man in charge...Captain,” she said, smirking at him.

He sighed. “You said you wouldn’t call me that.”

“Yeah, unless I was in a mood. And I’m in a mood...does it really bother you?”

“It’s...just a little weird.”

“How are you not used to it? I mean, I get that you lost a lot of your memories, but you still seem to have a lot of the habits, a lot of the...the shape of the knowledge you gathered.”

“That’s a really good way to put it,” he muttered, then he shook his head. “It isn’t the same, Riley. It isn’t the same at all.”

“What isn’t the same?”

“Being recognized as an authority over military personnel is a completely, totally different thing than being recognized as an authority over civilians. It’s something that I think most civilians are at least vaguely aware of, but it’s incredibly obvious to even a grunt who’s been through basic. Because of the responsibility of the self.”

“I’m gonna need a little more than that.”

“When Janessa or Yelena go out there with me, they do so understanding that, yes, to a certain extent, they are putting their lives in my hands by choosing to follow my orders. They’re trusting that I’m not going to give them orders that are going to get them killed. Or, at the very least, if I’m risking their lives, it’s for a fucking good reason. But also, because they’ve been through training and have intentionally agreed to accept the mantle of responsibility that it is to be a soldier, a warrior, they understand that they are also responsible for their own safety. Civilians do not understand this, not really.”

“How?” Riley crossed her arms. Great.

“It’s...very difficult to explain, even more so because of the scrambled eggs I call a brain.” He paused, thought for a long moment. “Fuck, how do I put it...I’m not insulting you, Riley. Or civilians. This isn’t an insult.”

“I...believe that, but it’s hard not to take it like one. I’ve been through so fucking much even before you saved my ass-”

“I know, it isn’t that,” he said quickly. “It’s...a mindset. And I’m not saying civilians can’t have it. In fact, a lot of them here have been forced to adopt a mindset much closer to a soldier. And really, some have. There’s a lot of them that the only thing that separates them from being a soldier is the training. You’re like that, Riley. I respect you as a fighter, okay?”

That was the heart of the matter, he saw. She relaxed when he said that. He wondered if even she had entirely understood why she was suddenly so hostile.

“Okay, I believe you. And...I think I get what you’re saying. Me and Brooke and Kiara and Chloe, those of us civilians-” She paused, sighed, pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m sorry. That came off as hostile and I didn’t mean for it to. I just...also have fucking ‘trauma’ surrounding this, too. It was such a fucking stereotype among the wolves: the guys who sign up to be security or in the military, they came back so fucking full of themselves. They’d just expect me to be into them the moment they hit on me. Fuck, I’m sorry. I’m saying, that I think I get what you’re saying.”

“I think so, too. And I do feel like I remember that type of soldier you just described was disappointingly common on my side of the dimensional line, too. But you would generally agree, that when a soldier agrees to protect, let alone lead, a group of civilians, they’re now responsible for their civilians, right?” She nodded. “And you’d agree that, on average, civilians basically put their lives in the hands of the soldiers who protect them, right?”

She pursed her lips, then nodded. “Yeah, you’re right about that. I helped enough refugees out there that, yeah, they thought I was a soldier. Whether or not they thought I was actually there to help? Different story. But all right, I can’t deny that you’re right. But we aren’t in a war anymore. You aren’t going to have to get them through dangerous territory or ask them to fight even though most of them can’t or won’t.”

“I know, and I’m adjusting, but it’s still nerve-wracking. Because it isn’t really me in charge, there’s a council, except...it is me in charge. Because at the end of the day, if I said to do something, they’d all do it, even if the council said otherwise. Because they trust me more. How could they not? I personally led most of them to safety, to what was basically a modern myth, and then defended them from not one, not two, but three hostile forces, one of which was torn straight out of a fucking sci-fi/horror movie. And that’s a lot of responsibility. How much am I influencing them without even realizing it? What am I missing? I’m a fucking wartime leader, not a peacetime leader.”

“...those are good points,” Riley murmured. “Sorry I was dismissive. I honestly didn’t even really consider a lot of that.”

“It’s fine, and I get it. You didn’t mean anything by it. It just sucks, I don’t really have anyone to talk with about this.”

“What about Kiara? Brooke? Yelena?”

“They’ve mostly got their own problems.”

“Do they? Or is this a you problem?”

Hunter looked over at her, one eyebrow raised. Normally she showed more deference. But no, she stared back with an ‘I know what I said’ look on her face. He laughed softly and nodded.

“Okay, you might have a point. I...will try to bring this up to them, get their perspective. It’s...kind of embarrassing to talk about.”

“Of course it is,” she replied, almost rolling her eyes. “You were a fucking machine out there, man. You led us out of so much insane shit and kept us basically alive and intact. Anyone else would’ve died a dozen times over. To go from that to this? To not knowing what to do, and for something as seemingly mundane as influencing a bunch of civilians. Except it’s not mundane, is it? It’s important, crucial even, but because no one’s shouting and firing a gun, it must not be as serious. But this is people’s lives, Hunter. Maybe it’s not their lives measured in heartbeats as you keep them from getting shot, and maybe that matters more in the moment. But then so does this. This matters more in this moment. No one’s shooting anymore. Now we’re doing the thing we did all the shooting for: we’re fucking living.”

“You’re completely right,” he murmured. “I can’t deny any of that.”

“You’ll figure it out, Hunter. It’ll take time. Time for you to adjust to it, but also time for all of us to adjust to you. You’re...different now. So much more approachable. Most people were too scared to say anything directly to you. I mean, you fucking tower over most of us at fucking six four. And your huge image is only heightened by how beefy you are. We understand you as a leader, as a protector, but most people are still struggling with you as a...person.”

“That’s fair,” he muttered. Suddenly, he sat up. “Holy shit, I just had an amazing idea.”

“What? I want in, whatever it is.”

“I’m going to do a live reading and breakdown of the mental health advice. I’m gonna read it, and then I’m going to say in my own words what it means. Maybe help bridge the gap. I feel like I’m pretty decent at breaking down more complex concepts and spitting them back out in a way the average person could get.”

“Honestly, you are. And I think this is an amazing idea. And I’m completely sure everyone else will back you up on this,” Riley replied, sounding excited.

He nodded, then got to his feet. She joined him. They both stared at the last remaining section of wall.

“So...what are we doing?” she asked.

Hunter considered it for just a few seconds more. “Let’s go find someone to help.”

“Good call.”


CHAPTER 7

“Son of a fucking cock-wrangler,” Hunter muttered as he lowered his pistol.

Janessa laughed as she removed her ear protection. “I’m not sure I heard that right,” she said. Then she frowned as she looked at him. “Oh, you’re...actually upset. Sorry. What’s wrong?”

“It’s fine,” he replied, staring at the remaining magazines on the table in front of him. Should he keep going? No, he decided at once, gathering them up and returning them and the pistol to the gun locker he’d drawn them from. “I’m just...not in a good mood.”

He walked over to the paper he’d been shooting at, stared at it for a second, then sighed, grabbed it, balled it up and threw it away.

Honestly, it pissed him off. He’d ended yesterday on such a high note with Riley, finishing the apartment. Or, at least, getting the last wall into place. And he’d double-checked their overall progress. Riley had a complicated program she’d written that was tracking everything and giving them an overall percentage. It was at seventy four percent now. Nearly three quarters there.

But he’d woke up feeling out of sorts and uncertain, and his muscles were sore enough to hurt. His talk with Chloe about where he was at with healing, his body, his mind, was still fresh in his memory. But it didn’t seem to hold much wind just now.

He’d missed too many of those shots. They should have been perfect.

“Tell me about it,” Janessa said as she put her own piece and ammo away.

“I don’t know, it’s nothing new,” he replied.

“I want to hear it anyway. You’ll feel better talking about it.”

“Mmm.” Hunter looked around a touch nervously. Finally, he sighed. “All right, fine. But it needs to be somewhere no one’s gonna overhear.”

“I mean, we’re pretty alone here-” Janessa was interrupted by the door to the shooting range opening up and a few people walking in.

He spied Penny and Luke and Felix. Three he had pegged for the Rangers. They were in the middle of talking but all immediately stopped as they came in.

“Captain,” Penny said, sounding startled. “We came here to practice for the exam.”

“At ease,” Hunter replied.

“What does that mean?” Luke asked uncertainly.

“It means you guys can relax. You’re standing pretty rigidly. And that’s a good idea. Just...always remember to be safe. Don’t relax inside this room, don’t relax when you’re holding a gun. Make sure you use your ear protection, make sure to remember to keep your finger off the trigger unless you’re going to pull it, and this last one is very important: fucking never point a gun at someone else unless you mean to shoot them. Not even if the safety is on, not even if you’re sure it’s unloaded, not even as a joke, and not even on accident. And if you’re wondering how you can prevent an accident: you have to train yourself to always be actively aware of where you are pointing your gun.”

Hunter had more to say, but he realized he was coming off kind of strong. He made himself relax. He was in a bad mood, and that wasn’t their fault.

“But I’m glad you’ve come in here to do this. And I probably didn’t say it enough, so I’ll say it now: I’m proud of you three. For how far you’ve come, for how hard you’ve worked. And I’m also proud that you’re going to be Rangers.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Penny replied softly.

“If we get in,” Luke said.

“I’m pretty confident you three will get in. I’m not going to cut you any slack, but I’ve seen all three of you in action. You’re good. If you apply yourself, keep training, keep exercising, keep focused, you’ll do it. Now, remember what I said.”

“Yes, Captain,” they all replied at once.

Hunter suppressed the urge to sigh. He nodded to them and walked out with Janessa.

“That was intense, but also sweet,” she said.

Hunter just grunted in response. He was working on trying to figure out where the hell they could go without being heard. Finally, he settled on the armory. It didn’t see much traffic nowadays. He began heading there. Janessa, thankfully, followed in silence.

It only took five minutes to get there, but it felt like a very long five minutes.

There was no one in the armory, and he gladly locked the door behind him. He was starting to feel it. Whatever it was.

“Okay, so...what’s going on, Hunter? You saved my ass more than once and delivered me to this amazing, perfect life I’ve been longing for my entire life. So I want to help you if I can,” Janessa demanded.

“And I really appreciate that. It’s…” He trailed off, then heaved a sigh. “I feel like I’m fucking losing it. I’m losing my fucking...abilities. Is this because I used my enhancement too much? Did I break something? Am I permanently broken? I mean, we’ve got two dozen scans with the best tech we have available to us that say I’m fine. So why am I not fine? Why-” He stopped himself, growled, shook his head. “This is so fucking undignified.”

“Hunter,” Janessa said, stepping closer to him, “I don’t care about dignified. And I know that you do, but I’m saying...you don’t have to, with me. With us. Mates see each other at their worst, and you aren’t perfect, Hunter. You’re going to fuck up sometimes. You’re going to be undignified, embarrassed, humiliated, weak in front of us. Because that’s how we all get sometimes. But I think I know what’s wrong with you.”

He blinked. This was a lot to get thrown at him all at once. “What is?”

“You’ve got the yips.”

He blinked again. “I think...something might’ve got lost in translation there.”

She chuckled. “Something happened to you that hasn’t happened a single time since you’ve arrived here. I mean, a few somethings did. Your enhancement overdrive is the biggest one, but you finally met someone stronger than you. You actually had your life threatened in a way that I’m guessing you truly haven’t since waking up here.”

Hunter began to respond, to argue, but nothing came out. He really thought about what she’d said. It had the ring of truth. It really did. That battle with Pierce had been fundamentally different than any other fight he’d found himself in.

More than that, it felt different.

Janessa decided to press her advantage. “Consider, for one moment, if Yelena was going through what you’re going through right now. What would you tell her? How would you advise her?”

He thought about that, too. “Well...I’d tell her to give it time. Let herself rest. I’d tell her…”

He hesitated as something came back to him in that strange way memories did when they sometimes surfaced. He remembered seeing someone, a grizzled vet with a shaved head, a scarred face, and a dusting of gray facial hair, put his hand on the shoulder of a soldier who was probably well under half his own age.

You’re too in your own head, kid. Stop thinking about it so much. Go think about something else, then try again. You gotta calm down or your nerves are going to keep fucking you up. It’s a self-perpetuating cycle. You gotta pass it out of your system like a kidney stone. Happens to the best of us. Happened to me. Still might. But you can’t brute force this. You can’t pick up water by squeezing your hand around it.

And another memory surfaced, of himself doing almost the exact same thing to some other soldier who’d lost his nerve.

Something seemed to settle in his head, something that had been spinning like a top from the moment he’d known that Pierce was stronger than him.

“Fuck,” he whispered, and sat down in the nearest chair.

“You all right?” Janessa asked, looking vaguely anxious. He realized she was actually very nervous and was doing her best to mask it. Doing well, actually.

“I’m all right,” he replied. “I think...that did it. And that you’re right. I’m too much in my own head about all this. Thinking about it too much.”

“Exactly!” Her smile was like rays of sunshine breaking through on a dismal day. “And Hunter, listen: even if you lost your enhanced abilities...you’re still the strongest, most capable person around by a long shot. It would take some adjusting, and I understand that it would be kind of like losing a limb, but you’d still have all this. You’d still have all of us, and our friends, and our kits.”

He nodded slowly, realizing the basic validity of that statement. Was that it? Was that the fuel that had been inciting his fear? Fuck, he’d been more stuck in warrior mode than he even realized. Hunter had gotten through some truly desperate times, and only with the use of his enhancements. He still felt like he’d have won almost everything without them...probably, but he’d have lost a hell of a lot more friends and civilians without it.

But the war was over now, as far as he could tell. Maybe it’d start up again, but with the removal of the Trinkets, the addition of Yelena and Janessa, and the fact that he was soon going to start training up his Rangers, he felt like they probably could actually face whatever this world threw at them. If it had more to throw.

Of course it did. It always had more to throw.

But they could handle it, whatever it was.

Hunter stood up, walked over, and wrapped her in a hug. “I love you, Janessa.”

“I love you too, Hunter,” she murmured, rubbing her face slowly against his chest. “And I want to help you, and...thank you for letting me.”

“You’re welcome. I know I’m...stubborn. And thank you for putting in the effort.”

She snorted. “It wasn’t like it was that much effort.” Something seemed to change between them, the mood remaining emotionally charged but shifting into something a bit more...intimate. She pulled back and looked up at him. “Can we, uh…?”

“Yes,” he replied, and began leading her out of the armory.

…

“Janessa?” Hunter said, breaking the long, pleasant silence that had fallen over them as they laid together in their immense bed.

They were alone. Well, mostly. Nicole and Rain were chatting in the living room and Kiara was showering. She’d been in bed when they had come in and had been very happy to join. Once they were finished, she seemed to have sensed that the two of them wanted a little alone time together.

“Yeah?” she murmured, then yawned.

“What does the future look like to you? For you, I mean.”

“I’ve been thinking about that a lot myself. I’m going to join the Rangers, obviously. But beyond that? Honestly, I think I’m going to be happy filling my days with being a mother. To our kits and to all the others. Ever since you got me pregnant and I knew I was pregnant, it just felt...right. I knew I wanted kits, but I didn’t realize it would feel this...good? This correct. Like, this is what I’m supposed to be doing. Which, I think, a lot of people from my old life might find amusing.”

“Why?”

“I was pretty into being a soldier, even if it all wasn’t fun. I was just good at it. I still am. But it’s also obvious that we’re going to need at least two or three of us who are the ‘full time’ parents, who are basically always around. At least for the first few years. And I’m finding that I’m happy with the idea.” She paused, then snorted. “Maybe I’ll feel different when I’m running on no sleep, changing the seventieth diaper for the day.”

“It won’t be that bad,” he replied, pulling her a little closer against him. “I’ll be here to help. We’ll all be here to help. You won’t get overwhelmed. Or, at least, you won’t stay overwhelmed. I’m kinda curious to see what parenthood is like. I’ve been reading whatever books I can find on it throughout this whole thing, but…”

“Yeah, I imagine it’s going to be something you can’t entirely prepare for. But that’s fine! We’re good at adaptation and improvisation.”

“That we are.”

A moment passed. “So...do you feel better?”

He chuckled. “Yes, I do. A lot better. Although…”

“Although…?”

He glanced at the door. “Maybe I could use some more...therapy.”

She snorted. “I’ll send Rain and Nicole in, then hit the shower and come back.”

“I really, deeply appreciate you.”

“I know.” She smirked, gave him a kiss, then got up and headed for the living room.


CHAPTER 8

“I’m really excited,” Nicole whispered.

“Me too, I have no idea what’s coming!” Rain whispered back.

They both straightened up in their chairs when Hunter glanced their way. God, sometimes it felt like he was a teacher. Which was...a little odd. But that was really just with Rain and Nicole. And sometimes Brooke.

His heart was thudding a bit harder than usual. This felt kind of significant. It was something he had been working on even before he’d gone comatose. And finally, he had it all, everything he needed.

Hunter stood in his living room and looked around at the circle of chairs. Each one occupied by one of his mates.

All ten of them were there.

“All right,” he began, and they all smiled a little wider and straightened up a little more. “Today is the culmination of a project I’ve been working on for nearly half our time together. It got, uh, extended a little with each addition to our group. Which has made me happy, to be clear. Thinking about this project allowed me to spend a great deal of time thinking about all of you. And given the fact that I love all of you, that’s a pleasant thing to do. Now, here’s what’s going to happen: I will be gifting each of you a ring. These rings represent our connection, and our promise to each other to always try to be there for the other. I’m also going to ask that you all collaborate on choosing one for me, something you all can agree on...which I’m just now realizing might be a difficult task. Well, we’ll figure something out, we always do. Here we go.”

Hunter brought his left hand carefully around from behind his back, opened his large fist, and selected one of the rings. Then he carefully closed his fist and brought his hand back to its point of origin.

He didn’t want anyone seeing their ring ahead of time.

He stepped up to Kiara and presented her with her ring. It was a simple golden band. It had been tough enough gathering up all the rings, but it had been a bit harder trying to match them to the woman he’d be gifting them to.

“Kiara,” he said, showing her the ring. She raised her hand and he slipped it onto her finger. “I love how resilient and diligent you are, and how take-charge you are without going on a power trip.”

She laughed softly, staring at the ring for a second, then rubbed at her eyes. “Thank you, Hunter.”

He nodded and stepped to the next woman in his life. “Chloe,” he said, extracting the next ring, a simple silver band with a tiny blue gem embedded in it. “I love your competence and aptitude, and your ability to remain detached when the situation calls for it without losing your kindness.”

She smiled broadly as she accepted the ring and thanked him.

Next came Rain. Good lord, she was so pregnant. So radiant. “Rain,” he said, presenting her ring. A copper band with a trio of pink gems. “I love your patience and kindness, and your ability to say what needs to be said, even if it sucks.”

She giggled. “Thank you, dear.”

“You’re very welcome.”

“Ooh,” she murmured as she studied the ring once he’d gotten it onto her finger.

He chuckled and shifted to Brooke, who looked very vulnerable. “Brooke, I love your determination, your drive, and your choice to change yourself, especially when it’s difficult but you know it’s the right thing to do.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, studying her own ring as he put it on her finger.

It was a simple, polished gray band. It was made of tungsten, something he knew she knew because it was one day last month that she’d gone on an oddly specific tangent about how much she liked it that he’d gotten the idea for her ring.

He moved on, stepping up to Diane.

“Diane,” he said, pulling out her ring. “I love your no-bullshit approach to life.” She snorted softly, so did a few of the others. “And your focus, and your practicality.”

Her ring, admittedly, was a bit of a gamble. He’d had some kind of rationalization for just about all the others, but hers, he wasn’t sure. And then he had seen the shiny blue band with the small but very sparkly diamond topping it and somehow, he had known this was the right one.

Apparently, he was right. She looked a little enraptured by it.

He left her smiling and shifted to Nicole.

“Nicole, I love how brave you are, how patient you are, and that I can see you putting in the effort, choosing to not let everything that has happened to you turn you into a colder, meaner person.”

He slipped her ring, a simple golden circlet with a blue and a red gemstone connected atop it, onto her finger.

“This is amazing...thank you, Hunter,” she murmured.

“You’re welcome.”

Next was Riley. Finding a ring for her had actually been quite difficult. He’d been on the verge of going with his best guess when, yesterday, one of the civilians approached him (had Tina been her name?) and given him a ring she’d found while out walking. (They were taking walks now. Armed walks, but walks nonetheless. It seemed to be helping.)

It was actually two rings. One black, one silver. The black one had two wildly blue square gemstones set with a gap between them, while the silver one had an intensely green gemstone. They were meant to snap together, the green one fitting between the two blues.

“Riley, I love your courage and your fortitude. I love your commitment to your own inner values.” He held up the ring and broke it apart, then snapped it back together. “It’s meant to represent the bridge between who you were among your former people, and who you are now, among your true people.”

She smiled and sniffed, then looked up at the ceiling and blinked rapidly as she worried her lower lip with her teeth.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Everyone,” she added, looking around. “Just...really. For giving me a chance. I know it was hard, and I know it was harder for some of you, and I really appreciate that you were willing to set aside what was going on and just...let me try to live my life here.”

Several of them murmured ‘you’re welcome’ in response, smiling lovingly at her, which seemed to just make her crying worse.

“Don’t mind me,” she whispered, shooing him. “Go, go.”

He chuckled. “All right, sweetheart.” He stepped over to the next woman in the line. He was almost done now.

“Lilia,” he said, holding up her ring, then sliding it onto her finger when she presented her hand. It was a silver band etched with the dark silhouettes of trees. He particularly liked it. “I love your,” he paused, sighed, “I’m going to regret this, I’m sure, but I love your bravado and boldness.” She snorted and smiled. “And I love your grit.”

“Thank you, Hunter,” she murmured, looking down at her ring.

He chuckled and moved on.

“Janessa.” Of course he had saved Yelena for last. “I love your spontaneity, your warrior’s spirit, and the open and honest way in which you communicate.”

“Thank you, Hunter,” she murmured in her cute accent with a shy smile. “Oh wow…” she whispered, staring at her ring.

Her ring was the shiny silver of some pistols that looked like a chain that had been locked into place, but really was a collection of interconnected shapes, all the same, vaguely like a triangle missing its sides. Unbidden, the words Celtic knot bubbled to the surface of his mind and then popped like a soap bubble.

His flicker of knowledge on whatever a Celtic knot was vanished instantly, but the sense that it was correct, that it had somehow carried over into this world, too, remained.

Hunter stepped at last to Yelena. She looked uncomfortable, but he was glad to see that it was not deep discomfort. He imagined she was always going to be uncomfortable with stuff like this, or, at least, for a long time, but clearly a lot of that distrust and paranoia had boiled off in her short time here already.

This was closer to the embarrassment you felt when you were a shy person and your family was calling attention to you. Not in a bad way, but in a social obligation kind of way. It was Christmas and it was your turn to open the gift, and everyone looked at you, and you liked most everyone there, and you were appreciative that you were getting a gift from them, but you just had this innate discomfort with being the center of attention.

He wondered how much of Yelena’s coldness was a front and how much of it was actually just her natural social awkwardness.

Which was kind of surprising that he was even considering it, given how damned seductive she could be, and how confident she was around him.

“Yelena, I love your indomitability, your sheer unyielding tenacity, and the fact that you chose to give up the most significant, meaningful thing in your life for me, for us.”

“Well, I...oh, Hunter,” she whispered, her voice hushed, almost reverent, as she accepted the ring. “This is...incredible. I’ve never seen something like this...how did you find it?”

“Completely blind luck. Found it during a scavenging run during the first couple of weeks here at the Warren. The first time I saw it again after we met, I knew. I just knew. It was for you. It was you.”

She said nothing, just kept staring at the ring. It was a pair of snakes coming together from opposite sides, meeting at the tail and near the face. They were made of what appeared to be hardened mercury, (though obviously it wasn’t), and each snake had dazzling, glittery violet gems for eyes. In each jaw, they held a flower that itself featured a spray of even tinier violet gems.

“Hunter,” Yelena said, and stood up and hugged him immediately.

He wrapped his arms around her. And then they were all getting up, and the next ten minutes were filled with hugging (and groping) a lot of pregnant women, and a few non-pregnant women. Nicole was the last in line and he felt a spark hit him that seemed to instantly harden him. He’d been low-key horny for hours now.

“Now, I know you all would like to go back to the bedroom with me right now, but I am going to say that Nicole gets me for at least the next twenty minutes.”

“Any particular reason?” Kiara asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Mmm-hmm?” Brooke added, crossing her arms.

Shit, they were horny-horny.

“Okay, fifteen minutes,” he said, glancing at Nicole. “Sorry,” he whispered.

She snorted. “It’s fine. I love them, too, and I know the pain they’re going through.”

“I feel like I haven’t been seeing enough of Nicole lately, so…”

“All right, fine. Just fucking go and hurry up!” Brooke growled.

Hunter chuckled and picked up Nicole. She let out a surprised shriek that devolved into a fit of giggling as he carried her to the bedroom. Within a minute, they were both naked and kissing. She ended up atop him, smiling down at him prettily, lovingly. Her high, firm breasts jiggled pleasantly with each little movement.

“I love your body,” he murmured, running a hand reverently down her breasts, across her ribs, down to her pregnant belly.

“I love yours,” she murmured. “And I love what you did to me.” She put her hands over the backs of his. “This is your fault, mister.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “So thank you for that.”

“You’re very welcome,” he replied.

“Now, about this big thing…” she muttered, reaching down between them and slipping his pulsing erection into her sweet, hot, wet pussy.

She moaned as she lowered her pregnant vagina until it had taken his whole rigid length in. She cried out as she began bouncing, fucking his brains out with everything she had, yelling as she held his hands over her belly.

It was furious and it was over quickly, but it was amazing while it lasted.

When they both were finished orgasming and she was laying against him, they still had twelve of their allotted fifteen minutes.

“How are you doing, Nicole?” he asked, feeling good.

Better than good, actually.

He felt amazing right now. Ever since his talk with Janessa, he’d realized she was right, because something had just sort of snapped back together in just the right way inside his head. He didn’t know how else to describe it, but now when those paranoid, anxious thoughts came on, he just...shrugged and turned away.

Because he knew they were ridiculous. How could he have forgotten that? But the mind was a hell of a thing, and it could break in the strangest of ways, and part of that breaking was that it was obscuring the fact that you didn’t know your mind was breaking.

And he was looking forward now to the speech he had coming up. Well, more of a monologue. No, a Q and A mixed with Show and Tell.

Whatever it was, he now felt roughly as confident about this as he felt about the battlefield, but in a completely different way. Not because he was convinced he could absolutely destroy and crush any problem he came across, but because he believed that the people in question would forgive him if he messed up and, more than that, they wanted him to succeed. And there was a magic to social behavior, you really could pull something from nothing, somehow.

Everyone wanting you to succeed might actually just be enough to push you into a significantly better headspace.

It was like a vise falling away from his head.

“I’m great,” she replied.

“I wanted to ask...have you settled on your plans for the immediate future?”

“Yes. I have. I’ve been speaking with a few people about it, and I have determined that we have the resources to establish a small clothing factory. I will lead it. Lacy’s already letting me pick my team. I’m going to have three people working under me, volunteers, of course, but I do have people I’ll be asking. I’m going to design new clothes! I have ideas already, Hunter! Clothes that we don’t have to fucking worry about the current trend or the fucking ‘cost’ of a thing, because we’ll have a true cost of: how many resources will this take? That’s it! That’s all that will matter! No bullshit equation that goes on for a half a page as we consider every single fucker who wants to wet their beak along the unnecessarily complex assembly line...sorry, I’m ranting. But yeah, that is what I’m doing Hunter. And it’s all thanks to you.”

“I mean, partially thanks to me,” he replied.

“No, big time thanks to you. I mean, besides saving my life, you really did set me on a new course. You basically told me: stop giving so much of a fuck, think about what you want. And I did. And you told me to go after it, so I did. I genuinely would not have done that if it weren’t for you. So thank you, because I feel so changed, so much more...powerful.”

“You are powerful, Nicole,” he murmured, cupping one of her breasts. “And it’s so intensely arousing and attractive.”

She giggled, then gasped. “Is this the thing women talk about? I keep hearing from older women that somewhere in your twenties, and if you’re incredibly lucky it’ll be your early twenties, you’ll sort of just...awaken, mentally and emotionally. You’d just realize that so much of life is bullshit, and you actually don’t need to worry about half the shit you think you do, and once you just stop giving a fuck, that frees you up to do so much more with yourself, with your life. Shit, I hope it is. It feels like it, you know?”

“I do kinda know...and I think you’re right. I think it is.”

“Why?”

“Because you...are different. You’re so different from the first time we met. You’re so much more sure of yourself. Outspoken. Confident. Not just in what you say, but how you say it. The way you carry yourself. It’s just so much more...well, confident. It’s really hot.”

She laughed, blushing. “Good to know. And...thanks. For all of it.”

“Thank you too, Nicole. For all that you’ve done for me.”

“Mmm. Okay.”

He knew she wanted to argue, that she wanted to say he had done so much more for her. But she didn’t. And while he knew they still had a lot of ground to cover there…

This was a win.


CHAPTER 9

“And, uh...man, I think that’s everything. Well, let me put it this way: I hope that’s everything, because I’m just about out of fuel,” Hunter said.

That got several laughs, which felt nice.

He really did think he’d covered everything, but there was a lingering doubt in his mind. Finally, he just told himself that there would always be more to talk about, to discuss, to dissect. To explain and expand upon, to expound.

Hunter stood and raised his hands, saying goodbye for the moment, and walked down off the little stage. Yelena was already waiting for him by the door. He’d already caught eyes with her as he was wrapping up. Hunter answered a few quick questions, accepted a few congratulations as he was intercepted on his way to the exit.

But finally, he got there, and he and Yelena slipped off into the main corridor.

“I think that went very well,” she said, breaking the silence first.

There was a tension there between them, and it had been growing. It was subtle, invisible to everyone but them (he thought), and nearly invisible to them. But it was there, hidden in the subtleties of her movement, the shadows whispering through her words. And they were going to face it.

He knew at least what that looked like for him.

Because there was doubt. Just a bit. Just enough to be a problem.

That she had known.

And hadn’t told him.

“I think about as well as could be expected,” he replied. “You wanna go for a walk?”

“Yes, I do. I would like that very much.”

There it was. Her tone was laced with trace amounts of anxiety.

They walked up until they were on the ground floor, and then they were outside. It was gray outside that day, and cold.

And getting colder.

It almost seemed appropriate, like the world was conspiring with them. Or perhaps against them. While the gray grim world certainly felt appropriate, it also was quite miserable. For several minutes, they walked along the trail in silence, neither willing to break the silent stalemate.

But Hunter had to know, and he was tired of beating around the bush. Tired of burying it. Time to haul this out into the light and see what there was to see, good or bad.

“Yelena,” he said, and he had the notion that she had been just about to speak first also. But he couldn’t be sure.

“Yes?” she replied cautiously.

Hunter stopped abruptly. They were far enough away, and even in his weakened state (which was significantly better than even two days ago) he would know if someone was coming or anywhere close to them.

He needed to not be overheard for this conversation.

“I’m just going to ask you point blank, and I...trust that you will give me a truthful answer.” She looked confused, yet pensive.

She swallowed, straightened up. “Of course.”

“Did you know? About the AI?” he asked.

He watched her carefully. Hunter did trust her, and he did love her, but some part of him hated to admit that it might be a long time yet before the paranoid part of him would truly die when it came to her. She was as good as he was, better in some ways. Much better. She was clearly extremely intelligent, and she had a very sharp wit and gaze. She was the kind of person who was often four steps ahead of everyone else in the room, and not necessarily because she was straining particularly hard. She just looked at situations and immediately intuited their outcomes.

So he watched her. Her eyes. Her face. Her mouth. He watched her and hated himself for it. He did trust her, he wanted to trust, and yet…

That’s what it was: and yet…

And yet what, exactly?

But something in him relaxed, something inside of his chest and his head simultaneously, as he saw the truth in her gaze.

“No, Hunter. I didn’t know. I would have told you,” she replied.

And he had no doubt then.

Maybe that relaxing was the dying of his paranoia, a severing of the link. His internal eye would no longer look upon her with anything short of trust. He felt better, that was for sure.

“All right. I’m sorry, Yelena. I had to know.”

“I understand. I would have asked the same thing, were our roles reversed. Now, that being said…”

“Yes?” he replied, curious as he watched her look unobtrusively around. Now she was paranoid, not simply anxious.

She stepped closer to him. “You said you would tell me. Of this ‘Jesus Christ’. What does it mean? I want to know.”

He sighed, his face turning stony, his gaze turning flinty. Not entirely, but enough that she saw it. And she looked...disappointed, yet reluctantly understanding.

“I can’t,” he admitted plainly. “I’ve really thought about it, and I do want to tell you, but...it’s too dangerous.”

“How?”

“An idea can be dangerous, Yelena. You know this.”

“Yes…” she replied cautiously.

“I come from another dimension. What if there are concepts I have in my dimension, concepts that perhaps caused intense levels of conflict, of death and destruction? Concepts that you don’t have over here.”

“I...think I understand what you’re saying, but I’m...struggling with it.”

“Exactly. You can’t conceive of it because you don’t know what it is. You don’t know even the shape of it, even the barest shadow of a sketch of it. But you have to trust me. It’s like...an alien virus. It’s so different, yet not different enough, that when the body encounters it, it has no idea what to do, and the virus runs unchecked, killing the host.”

Yelena struggled with it for another few moments, then heaved a weary sigh. “Well, understand it or not, I can tell you will not tell me now, no matter what I do.”

He winced, feeling guilty. He tried again. “Yelena, let me explain a little more. I don’t want you to think I’m disrespecting you, that I think you can’t handle it.”

“That is what you think.”

“Yes, but not because of you. Yelena, I will tell this to NO ONE. Does that make more sense?” She seemed to relent slightly, but still looked annoyed. “Listen, tell me this, okay? At least answer me this one question: would you trust Rain with the responsibility to a Level Five Biohazard facility? Would you trust her with that?”

“...no,” she murmured. “Not because of any failing of her own, but because she simply would not understand the responsibility at a deep, core level. She would lack even a basic understanding of what to do. And, even further, it would be cruel to saddle her with such a responsibility.”

“Exactly!”

“So, as much separates me and this...concept, as separates Rain from a Level Five Biohazard Lab?”

“Correct...possibly.”

She heaved a sigh and crossed her arms. “I thought I had it all,” she growled.

“I’m really sorry. I’m truly not trying to fuck with you or confuse you.”

She sighed, then rolled her eyes and made herself relax. “I know. I believe you. This is just an incredibly frustrating experience.”

“I very much understand that. Because of the sheer nature of this concept, of me being from one dimension, now in another, and all the insane amounts of variables, I can’t be sure if I have something truly that dangerous, or if I’m completely overreacting and it would honestly be no big deal. But do you see why I can’t take the risk, based off the sheer potential magnitude of the worst theoretically possible consequences?”

She pursed her lips, considered it, then angrily shook her head. “Yes. I do. I see it perfectly. And...you are right, to make this choice.” She heaved a long, weary sigh. “I would do the same thing in your position. And you would probably feel exactly like I do now. And I would feel so guilty about it...what an annoying situation. I’m not angry at you, Hunter. I respect your decision, and I don’t want you to feel guilty. I can see you do. Badly.” She snorted suddenly. “You have no ability to hide your emotions around us.”

“More than you’d think,” he replied, a little defensively.

She laughed, more lightheartedly this time. “Poor, sad Hunter! Defenseless before us pretty little ladies!” Then she howled with laughter.

He laughed too, because he knew she wasn’t mocking him. It was the laughter that came from tension-release. They both felt better. They’d both been living with two different issues for days, unable to say anything.

And finally it was over.

It did feel damn good.

Yelena stopped laughing, wiped at her eyes, (hot damn did that woman have sexy eyes), then she seemed to grow more solemn. She stepped closer to him and took his hands.

“Hunter, whatever happens...I do love you. I want you to know this,” she said, speaking with as much gravity as he had ever encountered from her.

He stared right back, taking her just as seriously. “I do know this, Yelena. And I love you, too.”

She smiled after a second. “And I know that. But I mean it. I’m here. Even if they tried to call me back now, I would not go. If they tried to come here and take me back, I would fight them. What I had in my old life...it was not loyalty. They would betray me in an instant if it truly suited them, if it saved their own asses. That wasn’t loyalty, but it was power. And it was the only game in the village, really. So I had to play. I grabbed the most power I could manage. But...now that I’ve felt what love and trust and loyalty actually feel like, I can and will give all that power away in an instant if it means keeping this love. I am swearing loyalty to you, to your mates, to the people of the Warren.”

“I accept it with more happiness than I can articulate, Yelena,” he replied. “It truly does mean everything to hear this from you. And I know everyone in the Warren, every last person, feels the same way. We all respect you immensely.”

She smiled a small smile. “I can feel that. I thought I wouldn’t be able to. But rabbits...are more overt with their respect, their admiration, their awe. It is...still an odd thing to get used to.”

“You’re an extremely intimidating woman, Yelena.”

She chuckled. “Am I now?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t intimidate you.”

“Yes, you did. I’m reasonably sure I told you that to your face.”

She chuckled and suddenly broke away from him, walking further along the path. “I don’t remember,” she said, a touch haughtily, “so you’ll have to remind me. Tell me about the time I intimidated you, Hunter. I wish to hear of it.”

He sighed and followed after her, catching up to her. “You are in a fucking mood today, huh?”

“I’m sure I do not know what you are talking about.” Definitely fucking haughty as hell. She could be a proper bitch when she wanted to be.

It wasn’t her words, really, it was her delivery. It was flawless. She sounded like a rich bitch with an eternal smirk.

He did love this about her.

“Fine. You intimidated me with your presence, your sheer determination, your force of will. You seemed to fill up a room when you were in it. Even standing still, it’s immediately obvious how lethal you are. And you’re smarter than me, and not by a little.”

“Wow, I’m...actually surprised to hear you admit that.”

He laughed. “So you agree?”

“Eh…” She held her hand up flat and tilted it back and forth. “I do, but not as much as you think. And not as judgment, I’m just used to knowing I’m smartest person in room.”

He chuckled. “You start losing words when you get up your own ass, you know that, babe?”

She glared at him, stopping and putting her hands on her hips. He couldn’t help but laugh more.

“Anything else to say?” she asked finally.

“Yes, actually.” He walked over and put his mouth to her ear. “I am going to fucking spank the fuck out of you.”

And then he walked off.

“The fuck you are!” Yelena cried in probably the most shocked voice he’d ever heard from her.

“Hurry up, babe. Don’t lag behind, lazy girl.”

“...you-you...OH!” she cried in pure frustrated rage, and began stalking off after him.

She wasn’t the only one who could be haughty.

…

“You will not, Hunter! You will not dare, Hunter! Try me, fucking try me-HUNTER!” she shrieked as he finally lost his patience the very instant they crossed the threshold of the bedroom.

Kiara was laying in bed, her hair up in a towel, and she stared at them with huge eyes and a massive, amused smile on her face. From behind them, Rain, Chloe, Janessa, and Riley hastily filtered in. There was no way they were missing this show.

Hunter had picked her up by both arms. She was kicking her feet, dangling a few inches above the floor now. He grinned at her. He probably looked a little crazy.

“You’ve been pushing my buttons, Yelena!” he snapped, and hurled her onto the bed.

She bounced once, twice, then flipped back up, now on her hands and knees.

“You will not spank me, Hunter, because I will not allow it!”

“I don’t care what you allow,” he replied, grabbing her shirt and pulling it off.

“Hunter! Hunter!” she cried as he yanked her shoes off, then her socks.

She tried to pull away, but he was much, much stronger than her, even without a single hint of his enhancement.

“You’ve got a safeword,” he replied as he finished stripping her, actually tearing her panties to get them off.

“Hey! I liked those panties!”

He laughed and sat down on the bed, grabbed her, and hauled her easily into his lap.

“Hunter! Hey! Hunter! Stop it!” she hissed. “You aren’t really going to-ah!”

She shrieked as he slapped her bare ass once. Hard. Hard enough to leave a red mark.

“Damn,” Riley whispered.

“I felt that,” Rain murmured.

“Hunter,” she whispered.

“I’m waiting to hear the safeword, Yelena,” he replied. “Otherwise, I’m going to give you a real spanking. Then I’m going to fuck you.”

“Fucking try me, you fucking little-AH!”

He spanked her again. And again. And five more times after that. His movements were deliberate and hard. Her whole body spasmed with each impact. Each time she shrieked, but each time she held. After he reached ten, he decided he’d had enough and tossed her onto her back.

She popped back up, sitting now, glaring at him as he finished stripping his own clothes off.

“You must be crazy if you think I’m going to let you stick anything in me after you humiliated me like that!”

“You were asking for it, you little slut,” Hunter replied as he got back onto the bed with her.

“Fuck you! I’ll-” She moaned as he kissed her, and then she melted in his hands, unable to maintain even the simplest facsimile of resistance now.

Which was honestly fine by him. She had been extremely effective and convincing. Then they were kissing, and he was penetrating her as she begged him to, as she conveyed the sheer, staggering strength of her sexual need. She cried out, her voice deep and almost guttural as he penetrated her, and came almost instantly.

Hunter groaned in pleasure and really began drilling her orgasming vagina, pounding her brains out and making her scream even louder and harder with each stroke.

He lost himself, and clearly so did she.

Hunter didn’t know how long he was lost in the bliss of her perfect, fit body, her softer parts, her deep eyes, but it felt like a very long time.

When they were both finished, it was silent in the bedroom.

They laid there for a long while. Eventually, Yelena rose and headed for the bathroom. A moment later, as he heard the shower start up, Hunter stood and joined her. He slipped silently in and watched her wash up.

“That was incredible,” she said, “and also the reaction I was hoping for. So...thank you for reading into that.”

“Thank shit I did,” he replied. “Always a little risky, doing it like that.”

“Fair. But we have our safeword.”

“True.”

They showered in silence for a little bit. Yelena finished cleaning up, then switched places. She stared at him as he washed up.

“So...what are your plans now?” he asked. “You know, in a general sense?”

“Well, I’ll need to get my space set up in the apartment above ours,” she said.

That had been a very difficult problem to solve. They wanted Yelena to live at least in the apartment with them, but she had been gently yet firmly steadfast in her refusal. Finally, they’d narrowed it down to the apartment next to them. Or across from them. But that was too close. For some reason she could not articulate, it wouldn’t work for her psychologically. Hunter wanted to make it work somehow, so he threw out “What about the apartment above us?”

She thought about, then slowly nodded, saying, “That could work, actually…”

And so it had. They’d installed a stairwell that led up to a door that could not be unlocked from this side. Hunter thought that a couple of the others, namely Brooke, were taking that reality a little harshly, but they all kept their peace.

They knew what Yelena had been through. And shit, they knew only a little bit. Hunter knew more than anyone else, as she had told him several seriously fucked up things in confidence that she made him swear never to repeat, and he never would, but it was clear the woman had a lot of psychological scars.

And they wanted her to be comfortable, so they didn’t hold it against her.

“What about in a broader sense?” he asked.

“Helping train your Rangers, for one.”

“I do not envy the poor bastards who are going to take the test alongside you.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You’ll really make me take the test?”

“Of course. It’s only fair, Yelena. I’m going to take it. I mean...you agree with that, right? That it has to be fair?”

“Yes, I do. It should be fair.” She shrugged. “Regardless, I’ll crush it. I just find it amusing. And yes, those poor bastards.”

He chuckled. “It’ll be fun...anything else?”

“In my broad future?” He nodded. “Why are you asking? You seem oddly insistent on this.”

“I...want to get a sense of where everyone is at. I’ve been doing one-on-one sessions with everyone lately.”

“Ah, very fair. And kind. Just one of the many reasons I appreciate you.” She put on her thinking face and was silent for a long moment. Abruptly, she smiled. “You know what, Hunter? I’ve known for damn near my entire life what comes next. I don’t want to anymore. I want freedom from the future. Freedom from plans, at least for a little while...is that all right?”

“You want my approval?”

“Of course I do, idiot!” she hissed.

He chuckled. “Yes, Yelena, that’s completely fine. I think it’s very reasonable.”

She stared at him for a moment, then laughed and hugged him. “You are like some mythical being. No one has ever been this reasonable with me.”

“Well, now everyone will be. You’ve found your happy place.”

“I suppose I have,” she murmured.

They stood there together, holding each other, wet and naked and so very content.


CHAPTER 10

“Hunter, are you all right?” Rain asked.

“What?” he replied.

“I asked if you’re all right.”

“Oh...yeah, sorry. Just a little distracted.”

He shifted, the water sloshing around them, and she settled a little more into his lap. They were soaking in a hot tub. Apparently, the Warren had come equipped with several of them. Or, at least, the ability to build several of them.

The moment he’d found that out, he had tracked down, transported, and begun assembling one in their new apartment. And, as a consequence, it was fully functional. Though the rest of the apartment was not yet complete, (but almost!), they could use this.

Hunter was on what he thought of as Rain Watch.

They had determined that she was extremely close to her birthing day. Chloe said that if it didn’t happen by tomorrow, she was going to start investigating through more extreme measures to determine if perhaps something was going wrong.

He thought that it was going to be soon.

Today.

Hunter wasn’t sure why, it was like the knowledge had been implanted in his head by an outside force. Like he knew the future.

It was going to be really soon.

Perhaps within the next hour.

“What are you thinking of?” she asked softly.

“You. Kiara. Yelena. The others who’ve joined my household.”

“What about us?”

“I guess I was thinking that, man, it’s kind of insane that I managed to snag not one, not four, not seven, but ten very sane and reasonable women. And then I thought, well, fuck, what are the odds of that? Something struck me as very odd about that thought. And I wondered: how true was it? Because it really does seem odd. I know my memories are scrambled eggs, but I’m finally realizing that I do kinda-sorta remember...in patterns, if that makes sense. Impressions? Not quite memories, but the memory of memory, maybe. Or perhaps the memory of emotion. And I remember a lot of unreasonable women.” He paused. “A lot of unreasonable people, to be clear, but I just remember a lot of relationships blowing up over seeming innocuous things, or things that came out of nowhere. Lies. Pain. It all sucked.”

“What do you think about that?” she asked.

“Well, I think that it seems pretty unlikely that I could find so many of you if I couldn’t hardly find anyone who was truly reasonable like you all are. And yet, it’s true. So it’s either that my memory is wrong, which is very possible, or...maybe my perception is wrong?”

“How so?” Now she was looking up at him with a not-quite-innocent curiosity.

Like she was leading him gently along a path. A path she’d already walked. A conclusion she’d already arrived at.

“Well...then I thought...people are often really only as good as society lets them be. Or, at least, it’s true over in my dimension. And the thing is, yeah, of course there’s going to be outliers. Particularly good or particularly bad people will get better or worse in a scenario of total societal collapse. And yes, in theory and, often, in practice, those extra good or bad people could gather others to their cause and influence them in a particular direction. But then, that’s the thing: isn’t that a society? A small one, but a society nonetheless. If that society is holding itself to a higher standard, it’s easier to be good. If it’s holding itself to a lower one, it’s easy to be bad. Perhaps, you could say, crucial. To maintaining your standing within that society. Isn’t that a huge influence? And it would be even stronger than normal, because it would often be such a smaller society. Dozens, maybe hundreds of people, people you would all get to know personally, simply due to how society functions now…”

He paused, trailed off, sighed.

“So then what?” Rain prodded.

Hunter chuckled. “You know, little Miss Smarty Pants, you’re bugging me just a tad.”

“Oh, is that so?” she murmured, smirking just a little.

He sighed and began to massage her huge tits. “Anyway, it got me thinking that maybe because instinct is stronger over here, it eases the psychological burden that might get in the way of a lot of just...better acts, better thinking. Being better people. It’s easier to be good over here, I think. Depending on who you are. I mean, it’s sure as shit easier for a rabbit to be good under these conditions because their survival instincts are literally to collaborate, to work together, to love each other. Wolves? Literally their instincts are domination through physical aggression and sheer force of will. Every interaction between men is a potential fight. Perhaps even a literal one. It’s that easy. It doesn’t let them off the hook, innocents should never have had to suffer for others’ psychological shortcomings, but it does make you think about fairness and unfairness.”

“That’s a really good point, Hunter,” she replied, settling against him.

He sighed. “So glad you agree, dearest.”

She giggled and they continued relaxing, soaking in the water, her sitting in his lap. He leaned back against the padded wall, leaning his head and shoulders against it. A few moments passed by in utter peace and relaxation.

“Rain,” he murmured.

“Mmm?” she replied gently, almost like she had just been dozing off.

“What do you think your immediate future looks like?” He paused. “Well, I mean, besides the obvious.”

She laughed. “Besides the obvious of raising our kits, I still see working in the kitchen and being a teacher. Helping out Kiara when she needs it. Helping out the others when they need it. Helping whoever needs it. While I carry around my newborn kits and then eventually they’ll trail behind me, laughing and playing, and I’ll have to shush them occasionally, and they’ll get all quiet and sad, whispering they’re sorry while staring up at me with their huge eyes, and I won’t be able to stay mad at them, not that I was really mad at them at all. And I’ll be pregnant again soon, because of course I will. And...that’s what my future looks like. Now, I’d like to know, Hunter, what does your future look like?”

Hunter opened his mouth, because he knew what to say. But then he realized all at once that he didn’t know what to say. Not quite, at least.

“Well…” he said after a frankly embarrassingly long pause. “I’m going to finish preparing the training course, the gym, and the shooting gallery, and then I’m going to write out the actual requirements for the test to become a Private in the Rangers.”

“I knew all that already, Hunter,” she murmured.

He sighed. “You’re such a fucking brat today, you know that, you little whore?”

“I am the mother of your kits,” she whispered.

“Yes, and you’re also a whore.” He kept gently squeezing her tits.

She moaned and shuddered against him.

“Answer me,” she whispered urgently, a little angrily.

He could feel his head rubbing against her pussy under the water. He wanted in, and she wanted him in, but her will was stronger here. Or strong enough, at least.

“Okay, okay. I’m not sure, that’s my answer, Rain. I’ve been thinking about it. I mean, I know some stuff I’m gonna do. I’ll train. I’ll prepare. I’ll help people who need or want my help.”

“Nice,” she murmured.

“I’m going to go on trips into the wilderness sometimes, by myself.”

“Much more nice.”

“...why?”

“Because it’s interesting. Because it’s you. Because it’s for you. That’s why. That’s important. You still need to learn that. You were prepared to walk to your death for us, to give us everything, to give up everything. And you still are. And I respect that. And obviously I appreciate that. But you’ve done it, Hunter! You saved us! You really did! I know you can’t just put it down, I know you’ll always be prepared for war, but we aren’t at war anymore. These are the peacetimes, Hunter. Enjoy them. Find yourself out. Find out who you are when you are at rest.”

“...yeah,” he muttered. “You’re right, Rain.”

“Someday, my love, you’ll learn that I’m always right.”

He sighed heavily and she giggled. He almost penetrated her, but then pulled back at the last second. Something told him now wasn’t the time. Instinct, maybe.

“What are you doing?” she complained as he moved her off of him and stood.

“We’re overheating, time to get out,” he replied in his ‘I’m seriously not in the mood to argue’ tone of voice.

Rain simply issued a tiny sigh, her only form of rebellion, and allowed him to help her up out of the hot tub. He set it to drain, then got out and dried off, and helped her dry off. Since all she was wearing these days was her panties and a simple dress, she managed to get dressed quickly after he helped her get her panties over her enormously thick and smoothly pale thighs. She sat down on a nearby chair, staring at him with a crooked, unselfconscious smile.

He loved her for that smile.

Hunter finished pulling his pants on, making sure everything was belted into place and secure. Then he sat down on a chair and began yanking on his boots and getting them laced up. He found himself moving with a strange sense of urgency.

Like he was racing the clock somehow.

He finished with his right boot, and was just about to tie the knot on the second when Rain said, in a tone of voice he’d been half-hoping/half-fearing to hear for days now, “Hunter.”

“I understand,” he replied, moving in a quick series of rapid movements.

He finished tying his boot with a snap of motion, then rose smoothly to his feet. His hand dipped into his pocket and returned with his earpiece radio. He slipped it into his ear while pivoting towards his shirt. He stooped to grab it as he blared out three sharp beeps across their communal radio link.

That meant ‘it was time, Rain is giving birth’.

They all knew what to do.

Hunter snatched up his shirt and pulled it into place as he rose back to his feet once more. He turned to look at Rain, who was smiling up at him, both hands on her stomach. She looked a little scared, but not much.

“I love you,” he said, scooping her up carefully into his arms.

“I love you, too,” she replied softly.

He began carrying her towards the infirmary.

…

It went smoothly.

He got her to the infirmary. Everyone had cleared the halls, though not completely. Hunter jogged between crowds of people, rows of people to either side of him. They were all silent. Well, mostly silent. There was a lot of excited whispering. He supposed it was an exciting occasion: the first of the leader’s offspring was being born.

Except he wasn’t really their leader.

He didn’t want to be, and he wasn’t. Lacy was. Petra. Riley. They led the Warren.

But then, didn’t he, as well?

Maybe that was the thing he learned as he strode through those corridors. Maybe he learned that it didn’t fucking matter what he wanted. Because wasn’t he used to thinking that anyway? He wanted to eat a goddamned steak. He wanted to take a smoke break. He wanted to fucking sleep, just for five more minutes. He wanted to get a massage.

But did that matter? He had a mission to do, he always had a mission to do.

He always would.

And this was his new mission. Whether or not he wanted to be responsible for these people, he was responsible for them. He’d saved too many of them personally for anything less. They would always look to him for guidance, for example, for hope. Which meant it was his, and very specifically his, responsibility to be there for them.

And who was he to complain, anyway?

Wasn’t he getting what he wanted? Wasn’t he getting far more than was fair? Yes, he was. This...was not a burden.

This was a gift.

And that realization seemed to unlock something inside of him, some new doorway, or perhaps a window into a vast emotional landscape he had never suspected but had always, in some vague, uncertain way known to have existed within himself. It felt like a glimpse at a bigger puzzle, one he knew he could understand, if only he would put in the work.

That thought encouraged him more than nearly anything else he could remember.

Hunter could put in the work.

He would assume the mantle of responsibilities over this Warren and these people. His people. He would be their hope for as long as they needed him to be, and he would enjoy the task. He would defend them if it ever came to it again, and he was almost sure it would, someday. But more importantly, he would teach them to defend themselves.

Let that be his legacy. He knew his honest legacy was written in blood, and he would not hide it, not even if there was a God and he was called to answer for his choices. He would, and he would accept the consequences. Because it was the right thing to do. He still believed that, and he knew somehow that he would always believe it.

But now...was different.

Now was the peacetime he’d fought so hard for.

Hunter carried Rain into the nearest infirmary. Chloe was waiting for him there. As were Kiara, Riley, Brooke, Yelena, and Diane.

“Quickly, quickly!” Chloe hissed as he walked into the room they had set aside for just this occasion.

Hunter moved swiftly across the room and laid Rain out on the medical bed. Then he stepped away, like they’d discussed, giving Chloe immediate access to her. He fell back and glanced over as Janessa entered the room.

“Oh thank goodness, I’m not too late!” she whispered.

“Shh!” Chloe hissed.

“Sorry!” Janessa whispered more softly.

“Ooh! That’s getting stronger!” Rain grunted.

“It won’t take long, don’t worry,” Chloe murmured.

“Are we sure about that?” Hunter asked anxiously.

“Yes, Hunter! Stop asking!” Chloe snapped.

He didn’t respond. She was right. They didn’t need more stress. He glanced over as Nicole walked into the room. She said nothing, simply finding a place, squeezing between Kiara and Riley.

“Okay, Hunter, here, now,” Chloe said firmly, stepping to the primary console and typing rapidly. “Nurse!” she called.

A thin lizard woman appeared. Chloe pointed and the woman moved to stand at the foot of the bed. Hunter stepped beside Rain and took her hand. She squeezed it and smiled at him.

“Don’t worry, Hunter. We really are sure. It’ll seriously be over before you know it. I know it’s some kind of trauma for you and I respect it, I do, sweetheart, but-ugh!” she grunted, pausing as another contraction hit her. “But it’s really safe. I promise.”

“I believe you,” Hunter said, and found that he did.

Perhaps it was a trauma. Perhaps his mother had died in childbirth. Or perhaps a lover had. He couldn’t remember. But he remembered it being a problem, like seeing a sunspot, a part of your eye that had gone temporary dead. It hovered in his memory like an inverse sunspot: it was real in a sea of anonymous gray amnesia.

An island of pain and fear, with a hidden core of sheer, mindless, yammering terror.

Too much loss.

“Here we go. Nurse,” Chloe said, and they switched places.

Chloe was snapping gloves into place. Rain squeezed his hand. She was being brave, but she wasn’t having to try that hard. This was like something akin to a dental procedure. Not pleasant, but not that big a deal, and it had an extremely high chance of going just fine. In fact, it was often not nearly as bad as you’d thought it was going to be.

The kits began coming out.

Chloe took them, wrapped them, and passed them off to the women who were waiting. Kiara took the first. Riley the second. Nicole the third.

“Wait...oh my goodness, I knew it!” Chloe whispered.

“What? Is something wrong!?” Rain demanded.

“No, sweetheart, something’s right! You’re having four kits!”

“I am!? How!?”

“Sometimes they can hide from the scans. I thought I saw evidence of a fourth one, but I didn’t want to say anything because it could have been an artifact caused by the scanning process. But no, you have quadruplets, Rain!”

“Oh wow. Oh boy.” She laughed, then let out a little sob. “That’s amazing! Ohhhhhh, boy. See honey? I told you. We’re already done,” she said, then yawned.

“Holy...crap,” Hunter whispered as he accepted the fourth child.

His child. Their child. Their daughter. Swaddled in a gentle pink blanket. She began to cry loudly. Hunter laughed, then began rocking her.

“Wonder where she gets that from,” he heard someone, he wasn’t sure who, maybe Brooke, say. And several women laughed.

“Oh hush,” Rain said, yawning again.

“Daddy’s here,” Hunter murmured, staring down at their daughter.

A strange sense of wonder had enveloped him, enshrouded him. He felt untethered to reality, like his head had become a balloon that was floating away.

“Hunter…” Rain murmured.

“What? Oh, I’m sorry,” he replied softly, turning and giving her up to Rain.

She giggled. “It’s fine, honey. She’s ours. I just wanted my turn. Oh, she’s so cute! She’s perfect and little and amazing!”

“She’s amazing, they’re all amazing…” Hunter muttered, looking out over the room. The happy, smiling women. The crying babies.

Chloe…

She was holding her stomach, a look coming across her face. She looked dead at Hunter and he knew in an instant.

“Nurse!” he called, crossing the room and picking Chloe up.

“What’s happening!?” Riley cried.

“I’m going into labor!” Chloe replied.

Hunter began taking her out of the room, to her own medical bed, when he heard Kiara let out a startled cry. He froze and looked over at her.

Her hands were on her stomach, a look of excitement and anxiety on her face.

Shit.

Oh wow, this was getting out of hand very quickly. He turned to resume his job of getting Chloe to a bed, trusting the others to take care of Kiara while he was off, when he heard Brooke cry out his name.

“Oh, come on!” he cried.

This was his life now.

This was the life he got to live, to enjoy for as long as possible.

This was more than he could have ever hoped for.

THE END

Thanks for reading, reviews and ratings are really appreciated!
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