
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE – EPISODE 05. MEANWHILE – PART 03. DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE – EPISODE 06. MEANWHILE – PART 04. DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE – EPISODE 07. DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE – EPISODE 08. DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE – COLLECTION TWO. Copyright © 2025 by Misty Vixen.

Kindle Edition. All rights reserved.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entire coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from the author or publisher.


This is the second collection for Down the Rabbit Hole.

For the sake of clarity, I have provided a precise list of what you will get if you decide to purchase this collection.

	EPISODE 05 (Unchanged from the stand-alone novella.) 

	MEANWHILE 03 (A bonus short story.) 

	EPISODE 06 (Unchanged from the stand-alone novella.) 

	MEANWHILE 03 (A bonus short story.) 

	EPISODE 07 (Unchanged from the stand-alone novella.) 

	EPISODE 08 (Unchanged from the stand-alone novella.) 




DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE

EPISODE 05


CHAPTER 1

“So, doc, can I get out of this fucking bed or what?” Hunter asked with only half-concealed frustration as Chloe again consulted the readout screen.

She was frowning, and he couldn’t really read it at this point because apparently he idled very, very poorly. Even beaten half to hell and back, he found the urge to get up and do something overwhelming.

Especially after three solid days.

It was dawn again and he intended to get back to the business of rescuing rabbits (and anyone else that needed it) and killing wolves.

And anyone else that needed it.

“Yes,” she said, but her voice was still laced with a heavy dose of reluctance.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing. Nothing is wrong with your body. We pumped you full of most of the accelerated healing agents we had left and that dormant state you went into seemed to have made exceptionally good use of them.”

“And you also used up too much of the liquid nutrients and saline to give my body something eat,” Hunter agreed. “Which is all the more reason for me to get the fuck out of here and check out that medical outpost.”

She sighed. “Yes.”

“So what’s wrong?”

Chloe finally looked up from the screen. She’d been off over the past three days but he hadn’t really been able to tell just how off until he’d finally come out of his half-comatose daze.

“You scared the shit out of me when you passed out in the airlock. And I’m just...very, very terrified of losing you. I’m not sure you appreciate just how terrified.”

Oh.

Well, that should’ve been obvious.

“Shit,” he said, and got to his feet, then wrapped her in a hug. “I’m sorry, Chloe. I think I’m more used to the idea of bad things happening to me than I thought I was.”

“It’s kind of blinding you,” she murmured as she nestled against him. “You take for granted that you will risk your life, again and again. We don’t. But I suppose I can’t really be upset with you, given how out of it you’ve been. That also scared the shit out of me. Honestly, I think it scared me more than that. I’ve never really seen you...drugged. Do you know what happened?”

“I think your theory is right. I think my bio-engineering has some kind of emergency dormancy state that gets activated under the right conditions to prevent me from moving as much as possible, and to use as little energy as it realistically can, without actually putting me into a coma, to emergency heal as fast as it can. And I think the effect was actually strengthened with the injections. But hey, it worked! Three days and I’m back to a hundred percent. I feel fucking amazing.”

She laughed and pulled back. “You smell horrible.”

“Well, you all keep sneaking in here and fucking me every chance you get.”

“Who else has been in here!?” she demanded.

“Um...everyone but Riley.”

“You’ve slept with Riley?”

“No. But she’s the only one I might still sleep with. Also, how could you not know everyone else was in here?”

She sighed, exasperated. “You know what I mean! I mean who else was fucking you in here?! I told them not to.”

“You did.”

“Once,” she said, blushing. “Because I...couldn’t help it.”

“Twice,” he replied. “Don’t lie.” She sighed. “And they ‘couldn’t help it’ either. Obviously it didn’t cause any problems. If anything, it might’ve helped.”

“Oh, I’m so sure...go shower.”

“Wanna join me?”

“Yes, but I can’t. I have to prepare for the mission. And so do you. We managed to put together a proper camouflage uniform for you that should fit you better and is very clean. Not that it matters, given what you’ll do to it. It’s in the bathroom. So go shower and hurry up.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. “And thank you, Chloe.”

“Mmm.” She gave him a kiss. “Hurry.”

“Yep.”

She didn’t need to tell him twice.

Hunter headed into the infirmary’s bathroom and fired up the shower as hot as it would go, then slipped inside and got to scrubbing.

Three days of inactivity. It was like it had caught up with him, psychologically, all at once, and he was itching to get outside and get to work. There was so much to be done. They had been handed a gift in that nothing had actually happened while he was recovering. No wolves had come calling, as far as Brooke could tell during her scouting missions out there.

And nothing had emerged from the depths below them to come clanging on the door.

But Hunter knew that every hour that passed brought them closer to conflict. He hadn’t been completely out of it during the last seventy two or so hours. He’d had periods of lucidity and he’d used the time to study the map and learn what he could from the others about the region. Some of them had spent time in these woods in the past and had tidbits of data to offer.

A fresh batch of information had come in last night, in the form of a couple of stragglers who Brooke had managed to pick up just before sunset while out checking for wolves. They had come from Nym, but indirectly, having tried to head farther south to a refugee camp they’d heard about. Only it hadn’t worked out so good for them.

They’d made it to the camp, only to find it a bloody desolation.

Tigers had found the camp first.

Hunter pushed that thought aside for now as he grabbed an electric razor and began buzzing off all his hair and beard. Nothing he could do about that yet. For now, the wolves had his attention. Though if he ran into any tigers he was sure as hell going to pay attention to them.

He had things that sorely needed doing and he had a plan and he was finally ready to get the wheels of progress turning again now that his bruised and battered body was back up to one hundred percent.

Finishing up, Hunter killed the water and dried and dressed quickly. He stepped back out into the infirmary feeling electrified. Chloe was finishing up getting an emergency medical kit ready and looked over at him.

Her ears twitched and her eyes widened a little.

“You all right?” he asked.

“I...yes. You are just, um, you look very appealing right now.”

“So do you. But, as you’ve pointed out, we have work to do.”

She sighed and nodded and finished with the medkit they would be taking with them. Hunter led her out of the infirmary and into the main thoroughfare. He paused, plainly surprised by just how much it had changed.

True to his word, he had not gotten out of bed to do anything but go to the bathroom. The thoroughfare had transformed completely into an area of welcoming relaxation. Tables and chairs had been dragged out and gathered in loose knots almost, but not quite, at random. There was a corner that had been created for children to play, a collection of whatever toys, books, and drawing implements they could scrounge up gathered between a few couches.

Another section now held a couple of tables fastened together to serve as a kind of impromptu stage, a collection of a dozen chairs organized in front of it.

A pair of dressers had been hauled out and put together, with a row of chairs lined up alongside them, in what obviously was meant to recreate a bar. He laughed softly as he saw that. Some shit wasn’t just universal but multi-universal.

Most everyone was out eating breakfast at this point, and a hush fell over the room as Hunter came out. Everyone turned to look at him.

This was still weird.

“Hey, uh...I’m better,” he said. And there was an obvious relief in their faces as he said that. It made sense why, but it was still strange to be the center of attention like this.

Pretty much all his skills suited him to the blood-drenched battlefield.

No one said anything, so he continued. “I’m going to be getting back to work, solving some of the problems we still have. I’m going to need Kiara, Riley, Brooke, Diane, and Wick to join me for a meeting.”

Everyone he needed was already present, (he saw Kiara and Riley had been eating together at a table and wondered how their single wolf member was managing), and they got up and began following him as he navigated through the thoroughfare.

Hunter tried to get a measure of the mood as he did. It seemed mixed. The relief was indeed obvious, but he noticed it wasn’t as strong as it might have been before several days ago. They still seemed anxious. He wasn’t sure what had shaken their confidence more: his collapse or the fucking Trinket soldier he’d fought.

That had been weighing heavily on his mind.

He led his little group towards the command center, (favoring Rain with a knowing smile in passing and receiving one in return, she had come to visit him last night and it had been a very thoroughly eventful encounter), and began organizing his thoughts.

By the time they came to the security center, he thought he had a pretty good idea of what they were going to do.

It wasn’t going to be easy.

He gathered everyone around a table that had been set up in the security center just for this exact reason.

“First thing: any threats, inside or outside?” he asked, looking to Brooke and Diane.

“Nothing,” Diane replied.

“I haven’t gone out since last night, but there’s been no indication anything’s changed,” Brooke said.

“Perfect. Okay, now that I’m back on my feet, there are some things that need doing. The first order of business is: we have to find a backup location to evacuate to in the event of a breach. From within or without. And Wick here says he knows where just such a location exists.”

Hunter turned his attention to their latest arrival, one of the trio of stragglers Brooke had picked up last night. He was a rabbit who was skinny and haunted and pale. His journey had taken a clear toll on him, and the other two who’d managed to survive with him.

“Yeah, the Burrow,” he said, clearing his throat uncomfortably. “There’s a secretive campground to the south. It’s pretty well-hidden. It’s a big set of clearings and a large rock wall with a few shallow caves, all inside some dense forest and hidden by some hills. It’s unofficial, just some families knew about it.

“My family, four others, I think. We’d go there in the summers and camp for a few weeks. There’s a lake and a creek and a waterfall. There’s no buildings or anything. We stopped going maybe a decade ago when things kind of went sour between my dad and one of the other families. I don’t even know why. But I know the way there. It’s a couple hours’ walk southwest of here or so.”

“And you’re sure you can find it?” Hunter asked.

“Yeah. I can find it.”

“Good. Because you’re going to.” He set down a tablet with the map the drone had painted for him earlier. “How close is it to this?”

He pointed to the emergency medical outpost Chloe had identified while studying the results. Wick leaned forward and studied it for a moment. He pointed to a spot right at the edge of the map, putting the medical outpost about two thirds of the way along their trek.

“Perfect. Here’s the first plan. I’m going to take Chloe, Wick, Riley, and one or two others. We’ll hit the medical outpost, assess it, prep and hide the most crucial supplies, then walk on to the Burrow and assess it as well. We’ll determine what’s to be done in the field if it turns out people are already there. Provided that goes well, we all come back, swing by the outpost to grab the medical supplies, then come back here.”

“What about me?” Brooke asked.

“You are going back to the private property,” Hunter replied. “I don’t really trust anyone else with the responsibility. I want you to take two people for backup. Not Diane, though. With both of us out, you’re going to be in charge of security.”

“Can do,” Diane said.

“Mmm,” Brooke muttered.

She was frowning deeply at the map. He’d expected this reaction, but mostly he was curious to see how much she would argue with him, if at all. He’d noticed less outright hostility between her and Riley so far.

“All right,” she said at last. “I can do this. It’ll probably be a whole thing. We’ll be lucky if we can get back in two days.”

“I think you can. You know the way there, you’ve managed the terrain before, and you’ll be moving with a small group the first leg of the journey,” Hunter replied. “Just make sure you aren’t followed.”

“I know. I will.”

“Good. I know you can get this done.”

She simply offered a small, tight smile and nodded. But she looked anxious.

“Kiara, something I’d like you to start working on in earnest while we’re gone is putting together a map of the regions beyond the forest. We need to know what’s out there, what’s to expect,” he said.

“I can do that,” she replied. “We’ve got some knowledge. South and west are some plains, farmland mostly. Farther south is a mountain range that divides rabbit territory from tiger territory. I know there’s a few mines down there. And to the west is the coast, up against a large inland sea. North is mostly more plains and forests. Same for east.”

“Excellent. Another thing I want to tackle soon is I want to really form up the security force. We need a shooting range and a gym at the very least. We need to start training in shooting and hand-to-hand combat, survival tactics, weapon maintenance and repair, basic medicine. I can train everyone in this, but I’ll need the proper space for it.”

“Now that we have access to the database, we know what the rest of the Warren looks like,” Riley said.

“Right. Shit,” he muttered. “Another thing I need to ask about. What are we looking at?”

“There’s five more levels beneath us. Levels two, three, four, and five all all copies of each other. They’re essentially larger versions of what we’ve got up here,” Riley replied, pulling out her own tablet and cuing up a top-down view of one of the levels. “Each level has four apartment blocks, each block capable of housing up to a hundred people.

“The levels also come with an arboretum, a small park, a gym, a hydroponic garden, a medical clinic, a restaurant and recreational area, all of it built around a control core like this, but bigger. Each command module holds offices, security, a power core, oxygen purification, temperature control, and water purification. It looks like each level was made to be at least somewhat self-sustaining. However, they aren’t completely self-sustaining.”

“What does that mean, precisely?” Hunter asked.

“Each system relies on a core utility plant, all of which are down on the final level. And it looks like they are not online, nor can we bring them online,” Riley said, wincing slightly. “I was going to tell you today. We’ve been trying but something is blocking access.”

Hunter frowned deeply as he considered that. “What’s the likeliest problem?”

“Unfortunately, the problem is a blackbox because we don’t have the access codes to get into the more important systems. It could be anything. It could be simply that we can’t turn them on. It could be that they’re broken.”

“Great,” he muttered. “We’re going to have to cut into the lower levels sooner or later. So how long can we keep sustaining ourselves on this level?”

“Best estimate is one month,” Kiara said.

“But that will change as we find more people,” Riley said.

“Well, at least we won’t be completely fucked if we lose some of those systems. We aren’t going to suffocate because we can just open up the airlocks. We’ve got water access within walking distance. It won’t be pleasant, but we won’t die.” He considered it for a moment longer, then shook his head. “All right, this can wait, it doesn’t have a short fuse. We’ll go ahead as planned. Everyone go get ready, we’re heading out in fifteen minutes.”


CHAPTER 2

Hunter was almost to the airlock, kitted out and ready to go, when he spied Nicole nearby.

She was clearly waiting for him.

He felt a stab of guilt and headed over to her. She had come to see him for a stretch of time while he’d been laid up in the infirmary, and she had ridden him quite wonderfully.

“Hi,” she said shyly as he came to stand before her.

“Hello, Nicole,” he replied. He gave her a hug and a kiss and she returned them warmly and happily. “We’re going to spend some time together when I get the opportunity.”

“Oh! All right...I’d like that,” she said, her face a contradictory tempest of emotions.

“Me too.”

He kissed her once more, then gathered everyone in the airlock and cycled them through. A few moments later, they were all gathered outside of the cave in the pale gray sunlight.

It was cold now. He’d guess somewhere in the mid forties. Winter had to be close, and with it the promise of the first snowfall. Which was going to be a mixed blessing. Hopefully. Maybe it would just screw them over even harder.

Hunter went off with Brooke for a moment.

“She wants to join,” Brooke said as soon as they were alone.

“Nicole? Or Riley?” he asked, flicking a glance back to Riley, who he just caught trying to pretend like she wasn’t looking at them.

“Both, but I mean Nicole. I know things have been crazy, but we spoke. She’s been talking with all of us. She wants to be claimed by you, not just mated. You should make a decision, and soon. She’ll wait, probably for a long time, but it’s kind of torment to stay like that.”

Hunter considered it, but realized the moment he did that he’d probably been considering it somewhere in the background ever since they’d first made love. He liked Nicole. She was sweet, she was kind, she was smart.

He wanted her to join his group relationship, too.

“Yeah,” he said, “I’ll talk with her. I want to talk to the others first, just to be sure everyone’s happy with it. What about Diane?”

“Same, she’s just more reserved. But she wants in, too.”

“It’s going to get crowded.”

“Yeah, especially with Riley.” He looked at her. “Don’t act like you’re stupid. Or that I’m stupid. I know you haven’t rutted with her yet but you both want to pretty bad and she really likes you. She and Kiara have become friends already and pretty much anytime I’m in earshot, Riley’s asking about you or talking about you. Even if you don’t mate her, she wants in.”

“And how do you feel about that?”

Brooke sighed, pursing her lips. “My feelings are complicated but I won’t block it.”

“I’m not going to invite her in if it’s going to make you unhappy.”

“Hunter...I think I need to be unhappy for a little while about this. I mean, it’s going to happen, but I also think it needs to happen. I keep thinking about all the stuff you told me. It’s just really hard. But it’s not as hard as I thought it would be once I started, you know, talking to her. Or trying to. We haven’t really had a real conversation yet, but we’ve tried.”

“What do you make of her?”

“She’s...a lot like me,” Brooke said, grimacing a little. “And it kind of makes me sick. Not her, or anything about her, but about me. She didn’t fit in so she went to my people. I didn’t fit in, so I went to hers. And the idea that I tried to be like them...is really hard to think about.”

“I get that.”

She growled and shook her head, her ears flopping slightly. “I should get going. The sooner I do, the sooner I can get back.”

“Have you gotten your scan yet?”

She gave him a startled look, which quickly morphed into a guilty one. “Not yet.”

“When you’re ready. Although don’t leave it too long.”

“I know. I don’t even know why I haven’t yet. I keep putting it off, everything’s so busy, but that’s not why. I guess...I’m scared I’m not pregnant. That I won’t get pregnant.”

“Has there been anything to indicate that?”

“No, nothing like that. I should be able to. Just...I don’t know. I’m scared.”

He hugged her and she pushed her face into his chest. “I’m pretty sure you’ll get pregnant, Brooke. And if you aren’t yet, we can keep trying until you are.”

She laughed softly. “There is that.” She held him for a bit longer, then let go and stepped back. A coolness slipped over her. She was preparing herself to face the long road ahead. “I should go, though.”

“I know. Me too.” He looked down at the shotgun she had slung. “You run into any of those Trinkets, you run, okay? Don’t fight unless you absolutely have to. You catch a whiff, you run.”

“I still have my instincts, Hunter,” she replied. “And I’m in no hurry to fight one of those fucking things.”

He nodded. “All right, I just wanted to be sure.” He paused. “I love you.” He paused further, not wanting to be parted from her. “Good luck.”

She gave him a grim sort of smile. “Same to you, and I love you, too.”

And then she and the two she’d picked out were heading off to the east.

Hunter turned his attention back to his own group. He gathered them up and pointed them southwest and got to walking. His team ended up being Chloe, Riley, Wick, and Niko, the young lizard man who he’d had to go after when he’d first found the watchtower camp.

It seemed like him and Alice were a couple now. He was hoping that Niko was going to show the same grit Alice did when he’d taken her with the group up to salvage from the wolf den. Niko also now had the air of someone trying to make up for past indiscretion.

Hunter led the way once they found a trail that would take them most of the way to the medical outpost. He walked a little ahead with Chloe.

“Have you had anymore time to think on the Clockwork Trinket?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied. “My examination of it showed–”

“Whoa wait, hold on. What examination?” he asked.

She looked away a little sheepishly. “When you were down, Brooke and Riley escorted me back to the den, to look at the body. I’m sorry, Hunter, I had to see it. And you were out of it, anyway.”

He sighed. Thought about it. Well, he couldn’t expect to do everything, and they did need to be self-reliant. And being self-reliant meant making choices.

“Fine,” he said. “What’d you find out?”

“Nothing good. I was only able to look at it for about fifteen minutes before Brooke got paranoid and made us leave. The Trinket...why do you call them that? Clockwork Trinket?”

“It’s just the phrase that came to me.”

“What does it mean?” she pressed.

“It means...I guess it might take a moment to explain. Clockwork means, like, mechanical. Gears. Machine parts. Early technology.”

“Right…”

“Trinket means...toy. Or ornament. Something of trivial or little value.”

“So, I understand the clockwork part. But why trinket?”

“Because...what was done to that man, it was like...he’s been reduced to nothing. Just spare parts. Just a meat shell propped up with machine parts. And...something else.”

“Oh. That makes sense, actually. But what else?”

He sighed. “When I passed out, I had some memory come back. I think it was from when I was still relatively early in my military career. Maybe a few years in. I was in a frozen forest with this other guy. He was older, higher rank. We had been ordered to find something, I’m not sure what. Intelligence, maybe. Or a downed probe? I’m not sure, it’s hazy. But he kinda weirded me out. He’d been doing it for longer than I have now...I think.

“We studied enemy patrols, then set some mines along their path. We waited. They came back. The mines went off. Their bodies were hit with ball bearings. These little metal balls. Just lit them up. Blood on the air like mist in a monsoon. All over the snow. We started searching for the intel. And he started prying teeth out of their bodies.”

“Why?” Chloe whispered.

“He wanted trophies. Proof of his kills. Or maybe some other reason, it’s hard to say. But he called them trinkets. The other soldiers, he said they were trinkets, like they weren’t even people. They were just walking talking clockwork trinkets to him, they had no value except for the pleasure he could gain from killing and hurting them. And...he was my ally, and they were my enemies, but it was all wrong...I don’t know. I’m still sorting through it.”

“I’m sorry, Hunter,” she murmured.

“It’s fine. It’s-it won’t distract me.”

“Hunter,” she said in a tone he couldn’t quite interpret. He looked over at her inquisitively. “Don’t hide from me. From us.”

“I’m not hiding.”

“You’re trying to. How you said that, you’re trying to hide. Hide your hurt. Believe me, I know about the instinct to hide the pain, especially from those you care about. You don’t want to burden them with looking after you. But looking after you is what your mates do. You can’t comfort Rain when she has a breakdown or Brooke when she’s forced to face her hatred or Kiara when she doesn’t know what to do and then not let any of us do the same thing for you.”

Hunter was quiet as they walked along the cold dirt trail as he digested that information. He wanted to argue, but what could he say?

She was right.

So that’s what he said.

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m scared of looking weak in front of, well...anyone. You all rely on me. You rely on me more than anyone else in the entire group. Your lives are in my hands, completely. If you think I’m weak or can’t handle it, morale will drop. And we need morale.”

“I know,” she said quietly. “We do, and you’re right. And I understand your logic. But that’s why you have these intimate relationships with us, with your mates. You must be strong outside, but when you are inside, with us, you can be weak. Everyone needs to be weak sometimes. Especially the strong.”

“...yeah,” he muttered. “I’m not really good with emotions, I think.”

“You seem pretty controlled.”

“I am, but it came at a cost. I control my emotions because I cut them down to size, I hid them, I smothered them, because I had to or I’d die. And now they’re damaged. Weaker. And now it’s even more complicated because of the memory loss. I thought it was pretty complete, but I guess not. I think a lot of it might still be swimming around somewhere in my head. And maybe it’ll come back in broken bits and pieces.”

“Whatever happens, Hunter, we will be here for you. You’re teaching us to be strong in ways that we couldn’t before, or didn’t understand how. But we’re getting stronger. When you need to fall, we will be there to catch you, and to hold it together when you recover. Like the past few days.”

He nodded, unsure of what words to say in response to that. This was a weird topic and it was making him feel strange. She was right, and he trusted her, trusted them all, but he didn’t really know how to handle it right now.

He realized they’d gotten off topic. “So, all that aside, the Trinket. What did it show you?”

“Right. The work on it isn’t as extensive as I would think would be necessary to reanimate a dead body. Most of the technology was embedded around its gut, along its spine, and inside the head. Or, at least, that’s what I could tell from the...remains.”

“Yeah, there were lights and wiring inside its brain.”

“Right, so that suggests to me genetic engineering. Something that reworks the body at a genetic level to make it easier to control...of course, this is purely theoretical. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“Have you heard of anything like this?” he pressed.

“There’s always rumors in the medical industry. Military experiments. Scientific breakthroughs. Foreign governments doing illegal experimentation. Probably less than five percent of the rumors turn out to be true. Or perhaps more, they just successfully hid it. Bringing the dead back to life is an old, old idea.”

“Same for my people, I think. That thing surprised me, surprised the shit out of me, but it also seemed oddly familiar in concept.”

“Right. It’s a universal,” she paused, “multi-universal constant, I suppose. Bringing people back from beyond the threshold of death. Only I don’t think this was actual resurrection. I think this was just taking a corpse and shoving it full of technology until it functioned.”

“That was my impression. And hope. Do you know who could have technology like this?”

She sighed. “That’s the thing. I don’t know. The deer come to mind, but why would they do it? And here? And even then, this technology is beyond even what they were supposed to have. Some of the aquatic races always did seem more advanced when it come to medical technology. Perhaps one of them had some kind of breakthrough? I don’t know.”

“All right. How about weaknesses? Is there a more effective way to kill one than putting a shotgun in its mouth or hitting with a grenade?”

“I’m not sure yet. Perhaps a way to short-circuit the technology inside of it? But if the genetic engineering is extensive enough, it might be able to keep going even without the technology in some cases...hmm.”

“What?” She looked at him suddenly, her eyes wide. “What?”

“You have extensive genetic engineering. Could it have something to do you with your people? Could you not be the only one who came through?”

Hunter opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He had no idea.

“Maybe,” he muttered. “That’s something I haven’t really considered much. Fuck.”

“We didn’t see any indication of anything like that, but...obviously this has been going on for a while. This...operation, or whatever it is that’s created these things.”

“I have an impression of being the first...but that could be wrong. Or, shit, they could’ve been lying. Fuck, I don’t even remember my mission or how I was supposed to get back. This sucks. But we’ll handle it.”

“We’ll handle it,” Chloe agreed.

They fell silent and walked on.


CHAPTER 3

After a while, he had Chloe fall back and send Riley forward to join him at the front.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“How are you doing? I mean, how’s it been going with the Warren?” he replied.

“Surprisingly good. People are kind of weird around me still, but no one’s outright hostile towards me. People are suspicious and more than one person have said they just don’t want to talk to me, or can’t handle talking to me yet, which makes me feel like fucking shit for what the other wolves did to them. I’ve overheard some of the stories…”

“It’s bad,” Hunter agreed, “but that’s very encouraging.”

“Honestly, yeah. I was worried it was going to be a lot worse. I can handle uncomfortable. And I’m trying to be, uh...I guess, inviting or welcoming without trying too hard. Kiara has been really great.”

“Yeah, I notice you two seem to be friends.”

“We are...I think. It’s hard to tell with her, sometimes. She gets quiet and distant, but I can’t really tell if that’s because of who I am, or who she is.”

“I think it’s a combination, but mostly who she is. She has a lot of responsibility on her shoulders. She and Petra are basically running the Warren side of things. How are you and Petra?”

“I don’t know. We haven’t really talked. I mean, I don’t know if she’s avoiding me or just busy. She’s always talking with people.”

Hunter began to respond, but the wind changed and brought an unfamiliar scent to him. Only, no, not completely unfamiliar. He realized he’d smelt it mixed in with all the gunpowder and wolf on the night when they’d had to flee the ranger’s station.

Tigers.

He raised his fist and the moment he did, someone let out a deep roar ahead and to the right.

And then the bullets came.

“Down!” Hunter screamed as he snapped his assault rifle into play and emptied the magazine into the trees and foliage in that direction.

Several things happened at once and his mind chopped it up and processed it hard and fast.

Behind him, he sensed the others scrambling into cover. Beside him, Riley drew her SMG and leaped behind a tree. Ahead of him, to the left and the right he realized, were tigers. A squad. An ambush.

He was reminded eerily of the trinket memory.

But no time for that now.

While he was emptying the rifle single-handed into the right side of the trail, his left drew one of the grenades, thumbed the activation stud hard, and tossed it into the left side of the trail. He heard shouts and screams and the initial arcs of gunfire, which had come worryingly close to his head, cut off.

Hunter snapped on his heat vision without even realizing it and a dozen figures sprang into view. The grenade went off as he ducked down and slapped a fresh magazine into his assault rifle. Half of the figures vanished in a blooming flare of flame and shrapnel.

The others on the opposite side of the trail were recovering. Hunter dashed forward the same instant Riley opened fire from around the tree. That threw the recovering tigers off balance even further. She managed to catch one of them in the neck and sent him staggering back, a geyser of blood shooting from the wound.

Hunter snapped off a few shots, feeling a surge that was pure adrenaline and reflexive instinct and was deeply grateful he felt calm and confident out of his heightened state. He wasn’t nearly as quick, but that was fine.

The tigers were confused and off-kilter by the intensity and immediacy of the response to their poorly-executed ambush. Hunter’s shots found their mark twice and two burly men sporting big cat ears and camouflage vests slumped to the forest floor.

Three left standing now.

Hunter drew his pistol as he continued surging forward and put two rounds through the throat of one of them. He shifted aim and popped a shot right through another tiger’s forehead, then smoothly drew his combat knife and hurled it with perfect accuracy.

It snapped through the air and punched right through the lone survivor’s hand, nailing it to one of the trees.

Hunter skidded to a halt a few feet short of him and aimed the pistol in his face.

“Stay,” he said.

The tiger roared at him and went for his own pistol. Hunter popped off a shot and put another round through his free hand’s wrist, forcing him to drop the pistol he’d begun to draw. The tiger roared again and began trying to yank himself free.

Hunter growled, aimed, and fired four times in rapid succession. Once through each shoulder, once through each knee. The tiger screamed now and collapsed, one hand still held up by the knife.

“I said stay,” Hunter growled, and took a quick survey of the situation.

His people were together. He saw Riley behind the tree, Chloe, Wick, and Niko crouched together a bit farther back behind a large fallen log.

“Anyone hurt?! Sound off!” he called.

They each called back one by one in rapid succession, saying they were undamaged. Hunter continued his survey, keeping well aware of the panting, growling tiger ahead of him. He saw fourteen bodies along the ground around him and off to his left. Well, bits of bodies off to his left. None of them were moving, the heat already beginning to fade.

He returned his attention to the survivor and studied the competition.

It was immediately obvious that either the tigers were sending better soldiers than the wolves, or tigers were just generally bigger. They were all bigger, burlier, their muscles more cut. They all seemed taller, too, closer to his own height.

He saw orange eyes and dark orange skin with much darker orange stripes running down their limbs. Cat ears and a tail, which was currently thrashing.

The tiger was still trying to muster some strength.

“Are there others like you around?” Hunter asked.

The tiger looked up at him and spat out a phrase he didn’t understand, though he took its meaning. He took aim and fired another round into the tiger’s thigh. He roared in pain and fell back against the tree, ceasing his struggling, panting heavily now.

“Others like you, where are they?” he asked again, more firmly.

The tiger said something else he didn’t understand, but it sounded less like ‘go fuck yourself’. He cursed. “Anyone speak tiger!?” he called.

“I speak some,” Chloe called back.

“Okay, come on up here. Carefully. Need to do a little interrogation.”

A moment later, Chloe was tentative approaching from behind him. Hunter kept his gaze fixed firmly on the dying tiger.

Chloe gasped when she saw him. “I’m here,” she said softly.

“Ask him if there’s others like him around.”

Hunter listened to her hesitantly say something, and was shocked that he caught at least one of the words. The tiger bared bloody teeth at them. Big teeth, with obvious canines like the wolves. He spat a mouthful of blood at Hunter, getting some onto his boots. Hunter raised the pistol once more. The tiger’s resolve seemed to shake.

He looked down at himself, then growled and looked up at Hunter. Held his eyes with his own for a moment, then turned and looked off to his right. Hunter looked in the same direction. Up. He could see something through the canopy. The land rose swiftly in that direction, and through the branches he could just make out what looked like an observatory on a hillside.

“How many?” Hunter asked, looking back.

Chloe repeated his question in the tiger’s native language. The tiger let out a dark laugh and abruptly surged forward. He was off balance as the knife tore at his hand, but Hunter was ready for him anyway and shot him in the eye.

Chloe shrieked and fell back. Hunter reloaded his pistol.

“Sorry,” he said. “You all right?”

“I...will be,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

“Go on back with the others, I need to search them for supplies.”

“...okay.”

He watched her go back, wondering if she might faint, but she stay upright and went back to join the rest of their group. Hunter wished he could shield them more from it, from this side of the world of savagery and blood-soaked mayhem. But what could be done about it? Maybe someday things would be more reliably peaceful, but by then, they’d all have already had to deal with so much blood and bullets and bombs that the damage would be done.

Like the wolves, he found the tigers to be sparsely equipped. He wondered if it was a matter of low supplies or one of pride. He could very much see how it would appeal to them to go out into the wilderness, on the hunt, with as little as possible.

He policed up a pair of machine guns and all the ammo he could find. Only two of them had medical kits. He called the others up and equipped Riley and Niko with the bigger machine guns and several magazines of ammo.

“What now?” Riley asked as he began leading them away from the battle site.

“We keep going with the plan, but I’m going to make a detour,” Hunter replied.

“Detour where?” Niko asked uncertainly.

“There’s more of them up in that observatory,” he said, pointing. “I figure we can still get to the medical center and you all can take the time to see what’s on offer and prep the gear to move, and while you’re doing that, I can get to that observatory and kill everyone inside and maybe get an idea of their plans.”

“By yourself?!” Chloe cried softly.

“Yes. I’m not taking any of you with me for this. I’ll have a much better chance of pulling it off alone,” he replied. They looked at him uncertainly. “Trust me, I know how to pull a stealth job. I’ve had training to be quiet and quick.”

“What if something happens while you’re gone?”

“If something happens while I’m away, we’ll designate a fallback point that you’ll all run to and wait for me there. And if that doesn’t work for whatever reason, you’ll fall back to home. Carefully, though. Fast, obviously, but the goal is always the same: never lead anyone home. Besides, I shouldn’t be gone for that long. If I’ve got the map right in my head, I should be able to get to the observatory in maybe fifteen minutes, back in another fifteen. Probably an hour between there to figure out a way in and eliminate those inside.”

The others were silent and he could tell they didn’t at all like him leaving, but what choice did he have? This was too good an opportunity to learn more about this second enemy that was creeping towards them from a different direction.

“Who’s in charge while you’re gone?” Chloe asked finally.

“Riley,” he replied.


CHAPTER 4

They found the medical outpost fifteen minutes later.

The path ultimately ran near a neglected paved road with a lot of potholes. Hunter carefully checked the forest around them the whole way there and brought them to a halt in a dense pocket of dead bushes within sight of the outpost.

He crept forward and studied the building.

It looked untouched. It was a simple gray building with blue pluses painted on the side, between the windows. A squat, single-story structure of wood and brick. There were no vehicles in the parking lot. From what he could tell, there were no obvious signs of forced entry.

The place looked closed instead of abandoned.

Something felt off about that, but he supposed it would make enough sense that the staff holding down the fort would abandon their post the moment the apocalypse started. Probably rushing home to try and get to family and friends.

He wondered where they were now.

Hunter activated his heat vision and saw nothing inside. Not even the heat of machinery running. He cursed the Warren’s inadequate computational power. While he’d been down and out, Chloe had run every scan she could think of on his body. Or rather, ever scan available. The medical tech at the Warren was better than what they’d had back at the shelter, but not by much.

She hadn’t found anything beyond some anomalies in his head and his chest, their shape suggesting they were the tech half of his biotech. She had theorized that his use of his implants drew power from his body itself. From the electricity inside his brain, from his heart, perhaps even from the motion of his blood being pumped through his veins themselves.

Obviously, while this was an ingenious system, it carried risk. Namely that he’d drain himself of life energy trying to power his abilities. But now that he had a better idea of what that looked like, as he had drained himself during that bloody day, it apparently wouldn’t kill him.

Just make him pass out.

It still felt like playing with fire, but he was more comfortable using his abilities more freely now. Well, all of them but that big one. That one he’d keep tucked up his sleeve as an ace in the hole, only to be used in an emergency.

He was also starting to carry the wolf stimulants on him, as it had helped. Ideally, he would figure out some kind of cocktail of stimulants and healing accelerants that he could jab into himself in dire circumstances.

Definitely part of the reason he wanted into this place.

Hunter ghosted across the road and up to the building. His paranoia had not been satiated by his initial scan. He tried the front door and found it locked. Headed around back and found a rear entrance, found it locked, too.

He broke the lock and pushed the door in, finding himself in a small kitchenette. Moving swiftly, he cleared the building, room by room, and his hopes grew. He checked a small office, a pair of bathrooms connected to a shower area and a locker room. Four patient rooms. An operating room. A tiny break room and a small storage area. A waiting room/lobby. Another storage room.

The place was almost untouched.

It was clear that the staff had grabbed some of the supplies when they’d left however long ago, but not that much. Most of the cabinets and lockers and drawers were intact and full of medicine and medical supplies.

Hunter unlocked and opened the front door, then waved the others over.

“It’s pretty much fully stocked,” he said as they came inside.

“Thank goodness,” Chloe whispered, her relief immediate and obvious.

“I had to break the lock on the back door, so I rigged it with a chair, but keep that in mind,” Hunter said, taking a moment to go over his weapons one more time. “Riley’s in charge if it comes to an emergency, Chloe’s in charge otherwise.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Riley murmured uncomfortably.

“You handle violent emergencies better than anyone else,” Hunter replied, looking at Chloe, Wick, and Niko.

“Yep,” Wick said almost immediately.

“Yeah, I guess so,” Niko admitted.

“He’s right,” Chloe said, her voice all business. “We won’t take it personally. Although if I think you’re screwing up, I will step to you.”

“Okay, good,” Riley replied. “I think I can do it, but I don’t want you guys hating me or anything.”

“We’re in the field,” Hunter said as he slipped his pistol back into its holster and began looking over his assault rifle. “We don’t bullshit in the field. You got personal feelings, you stow them. You get the job done. You can settle up after if you need to.”

“He’s also right about that,” Chloe said. “But we don’t hate you, Riley. We’re just...getting used to you.”

“I have to go,” Hunter said. “Work fast but be thorough. Pack up everything you can. Find somewhere safe to hide the overflow, and I imagine there’s going to be a lot of overflow. We’re going to have to come back here with a bigger team, but we’ll have to do that anyway. And also, don’t completely empty this place. Chloe, I want you to put together a care package to leave here. This is going to be one of our emergency outposts. It’ll be a good stopping point during scouting trips. Now, any questions?”

There were none.

Hunter nodded and gave Chloe a kiss, then he was gone.

…

He didn’t like how good it felt to be alone again.

Alone on a mission to kill.

It didn’t just feel good, it felt familiar. Hauntingly, horrifyingly familiar. Hunter knew he liked to kill, he could taste it in his blood now, but that was a dangerous wolf to feed. And yet he had to keep feeding the ravenous bastard because there were so many sick fucks in desperate need of rapid onset lead poisoning around here.

It was freeing, moving through the almost dead forest.

The skeletal trees felt appropriate, welcoming even, as he ghosted through them, his eyes ever on the hillside observatory. He felt a memory surface as he looked up at it once again and caught it from a specific angle.

Somewhere in the murky past, perhaps his teenage years, going to such a place and gazing at the stars with a girl with red hair and freckles and skin as ghostly pale as the moonlight that painted his own distant landscapes.

He remembered how happy she was then, and had faint flashes of his own happiness as she pressed her nude, limber, sweat-slicked body against his own.

He wondered if he had been in love before now and surmised almost certainly.

Hunter consumed the distance between the medical outpost and the observatory in record time. He saw nothing alive but birds and beasts. Foxes ran through the underbrush. A trio of deer drank from the edge of a small pond. A pair of rabbits vanished in a flash when they sensed his presence. He smelled tigers, though.

Dead men.

As he reached the base of the hill and circled around it, looking for a less obvious way up than the switchbacked pathway, he wondered if he was wrong. Could they be here for another reason? Those tigers had attacked first, laid an ambush, but what if they thought they were wolves? What if it had been a misunderstanding?

Such things happened all the time in war.

And this wasn’t even war, it was just slaughter.

What if the tigers were here to fight the wolves and had no real business with the rabbits?

Regardless, he needed to get up there into that observatory. Maybe this would be a killing mission or maybe it would be an intelligence gathering mission. He knew now that he learned by listening. He was good at hiding, good at sneaking, he could infiltrate and listen for a while, pick up their language.

There.

He spotted what looked to be a kind of back deck, a rear entrance, some two hundred feet up, and the hillside on this end wasn’t so steep as to be innavigable. Hunter tried to get a check on the heat signatures, but he was too far away right now and he couldn’t figure out how to boost the range or even if he could.

He started climbing.

It was easy at first. He grabbed rocks, plants, whatever handholds he could find, and lifted his large frame up along the incline. He moved fast, his mind clear and quicksilver. He was doing not just what he had been trained extensively, exhaustively to do, but what he had done for years and years now. He didn’t know how old he was, but he had the idea he’d been doing this for at least a decade and a half. Maybe longer.

Could he be in his forties? Fifties? Older?

How much would this biotech extend his life? Would it make him look younger? Feel younger? Probably. He knew he had gotten the most advanced of it just before his jump to this place, his memories told him that much, but when had he gotten his first implant? First injection? These questions began haunting him as he climbed higher but it was easy to shove them aside and focus on the mission.

Halfway up, it got steeper, and harder. But he persisted.

He had such a pure and perfect motivation: the rabbit people. The lizard people. The innocent. His mates and those he had sworn to protect from a chaotic world gone mad with frenzied bloodlust. At one point, he grabbed for a solid-looking bush sticking out of the mud and it came out easily in his grasp once he pulled on it and he nearly tumbled all the way back down.

He managed to grasp a rock and that held and he took a moment to steady himself, then kept going.

Before long, he was coming up to the deck, which was wooden, soundly built, and jutting out over the edge.

He tried once more with his vision and suddenly saw two shapes come into view, big and brawny shapes with tails whipping back and forth. They stepped out onto the deck and Hunter froze, one hand resting on his assault rifle, prepared to execute them if necessary.

Two tigers came out onto the deck above him and began speaking. Well, this was a good opportunity. He listened. Time passed. They spoke more and he listened more. He began to pick up words and wondered how exactly that was working. It made more sense if he had reference or context for what they were saying, but they could be talking about anything.

Was the biotech guessing? If that was the case, he probably would be missing more words in his day-to-day dialogue with the others.

Questions for later, or never.

At one point their voices turned from casual to cruel, punctuated with sinister laughter. He wondered if perhaps he was painting his own prejudices onto them. They spoke more. He caught tiny bits of references to the forest around them. To the wolves. The weather.

He wondered, suddenly, if they had encountered any of the Trinkets.

Abruptly, they headed back inside. Hunter had more of their words, but had no real sense of what they were doing here or even the broader context of their conversation. He waited until they were gone, then hauled himself up onto the deck and took a quick assessment of what he could see inside.

Three story building, judging by the windows.

Fifteen targets inside, all of them looked to be tigers.

Fine then.

Hunter made sure his throwing knives were ready for throwing and wished he’d found a silencer among all the supplies at the wolf’s dens. Maybe the tigers would have one but he doubted it. He slipped inside and found himself in a short corridor that ended some twenty feet ahead and turned left and right into a T junction.

Doors to his left and right, but he was immediately hit by the scent of rabbit blood. Hunter felt that bad wolf stirring, baring its teeth and growling somewhere deep inside. Coming closer to the surface. Clawing to get out of its cave. He looked left and right at each of the doors.

The one to the right had blood on the handle.

Hunter stepped up to it. There were no heat signatures beyond, so he opened it. It was not locked. It opened easily.

It was dark. He slipped inside and turned on his nightvision.

The bad wolf ripped straight to the surface, snarling and snapping its jaws and he knew in that instant that he would not let one tiger leave this place.

He wasn’t sure what the room had been used for before, but now it served as a twisted morgue. Half a dozen dead rabbits hung from hooks shot into the ceiling, their wrists bound together with rough rope and hung on the hooks like meat in a freezer.

They were bloody.

They were beaten.

They were torn.

Hunter felt a black rage surfacing like a bloated corpse in a stagnant pit of dead waste. He felt his ability stirring alongside the wolf, like a war harness, but thought very firmly: No.

He didn’t need it. He could do this just fine on his own.

Hunter made double sure that none of them were still alive, in case he was missing something, but they were all still, all cold to the touch, all dead.

Tears of rage and sorrow and something much more primal and nameless burned in his eyes. He blinked and rubbed at them bitterly, then drew his combat knife and turned to study the location of the tigers through the walls.


CHAPTER 5

Hunter was a ghost.

Fury cold as space whispered through his veins as he slipped back out into the hallway. Fifteen targets. ten on this floor, the rest above him.

He adjusted his grip on the knife slightly and crept to the end of the hallway.

The first target was to his left, just coming out of what might be a bathroom. Hunter crept down the corridor, eating the distance between them in a scant few seconds, and came up behind him. One hand slipped firmly over his mouth while the other brought the knife tightly into his throat. The tiger struggled furiously as a spray of blood jettisoned along the corridor wall.

Hunter was already dragging him back towards the door he’d just come through. His struggles quickly grew weaker. As Hunter got his bulk through the door into what was indeed a bathroom, his hands slipped from Hunter’s arms and by the time he got him shoved into a stall, propped up on the toilet, his life had bled out of him.

Shutting the stall door quietly, he slipped back out and hunted his next target.

The left side continued and then turned into what was probably a larger room, likely the main ingress point of the observatory. There, half a dozen figures were gathered. He turned away and went back in the opposite direction. He could see three spaced out.

Perfect.

Hunter was a shadow as he moved down the hallway. He listened intently, hearing several of them talking elsewhere in the building, their voices loud and cruel. He would hunt and kill them in their own lair and there was nothing they could do to stop him.

He came to the first of three available doors before the corridor terminated in a left turn. It was mostly closed. One of the targets was inside, seated, facing away from him. Hunter gently pushed the door open. It was as silent as death, and so was he as he crept into a small room that had once been an office.

The tiger sat at the desk, looking out the window and eating something noisily. Hunter caught a whiff of rabbit blood and he leaped forward and jabbed the tip of his blade into the nape of the tiger’s neck. He went rigid, convulsed once, then died.

Hunter laid his head quietly down onto the desk, his face in a smear of blood, torn flesh, and the rabbit’s hand he had been chewing on.

It took all his willpower not to slam the fucker’s head repeatedly into the desk. Instead, he turned around and kept working.

The next door led to a storeroom that had been converted into a makeshift sleeping area. A handful of bedrolls were spread out wherever there was space. One tiger slept on his back, breathing loudly. Hunter got up to him and dropped into a crouch, raising his knife.

At the last second, the tiger’s eyes snapped open.

Hunter saw a flash of red, saw the dead faces of the hanging rabbits, and plunged the blade down directly through the tiger’s forehead. The blade stabbed into the monster’s brains and killed him in an instant. He thrashed, briefly, and then went slack. Ripping the blade back out, he kept going on his deadly patrol.

After dispatching the last of the loose tigers on the ground floor, Hunter located a narrow stairwell near the back of a large storeroom full of what looked to be gear to repair the telescope. He moved up it and came into a small break room.

He kept his movements slow and deliberate, making as little noise as possible. He listened to the tigers speak, their voices loud enough that they echoed throughout the building. He began picking up more words as he listened, but it still wasn’t much more than a handful. Maybe one of them spoke rabbit.

A thought occurred to him: he could talk with Riley as easily as he could the others. Were rabbit and wolf the same language? Probably. Or at least in this region.

Hunter kept hunting, the knife and his hand and forearm growing bloodier and bloodier with each kill. He cleared out the second story, finding another three there, lounging around or sleeping. He wasn’t seeing much in the way of tactical gear or intel.

On the third story he found the final two that were off on their own. One of them was actually seated at the telescope, looking through it and muttering to himself about something.

He stank of rabbit blood.

Hunter came up behind him and the moment he leaned back in the seat, apparently giving up on looking through the scope, Hunter slapped a hand over his forehead and brought his knife into the bastard’s right eye.

The tiger make a guttural sound in his throat, jerked once, and died.

Hunter waited, listening to see if any of those below had heard. The telescope’s seat was right next to a railing that looked straight down all the way to the lobby where the others were gathered. But they hadn’t heard anything. Two of them had started a fight and were wrestling around while the other four stood in a loose circle and watched, cheering occasionally.

Perfect.

Hunter felt his control slipping a notch as those bruised and bloodied faces came back to haunt him again.

The last tiger up here was secreted away near the back of the building. The door was closed all the way. Hunter crept up to it and listened closely, wondering what he was doing. The bastard was seated, probably at a desk. Was he eating? Hunter heard no eating sounds.

Fuck it.

He carefully twisted the knob and pushed the door in.

Another office, though this one looked more lived in at a glance. The tiger did indeed sit at a desk. Hunter saw something moving above the seated tiger and realized it was a reflection in the glass, his own. The tiger looked up and saw it too.

They moved at the same moment.

Hunter surged forward as the tiger stood up fast enough that the chair went flying behind him, right into Hunter. He stumbled and went crashing into the tiger, who had mostly gotten turned around to face him. They went down in a tangle of thrashing limbs, the tiger growling furiously. He was bigger than the others he’d seen so far, probably their pack leader.

He was strong.

Hunter found this out as one beefy fist got wrapped around his throat and gripped Hunter’s wrist, pressing his left arm against the floor. Hunter grabbed the tiger’s wrist and pressed his thumb hard into the nerve cluster there. The tiger growled and was forced to slowly release his grip. Right as he did, he tried to lean in and tear Hunter’s throat out with his teeth.

Hunter jerked his head forward and bashed the fucker right in the mouth, feeling bursts of pain blossom into existence as sharp teeth tore across his forehead. He ignored it and bashed him once more, then threw him off.

From there, it was a relatively quick matter to punch him twice in the face as hard as he could, then get a headlock on him and squeeze the fucker’s neck until he went slack. Hunter let him drop, breathing a little more heavily now as he listened to see if anyone was coming. But it sounded like they hadn’t heard that, either.

Hunter got to his feet and considered killing the alpha outright, but something stayed his hand. For a moment, he wasn’t sure what. But then a hole appeared in the cloud cover of bloodlust that had enshrouded his own personal horizon and he knew what.

Intel.

He took a quick look around and found a few pairs of cuffs among the tiger’s possessions. He cuffed his wrists behind his back and his ankles, then walked back to the balcony overlooking the lobby. They were still all down there.

Hunter pulled out one of his grenades, primed it, timed it, then dropped it so that it burst just before it hit the floor.

The tigers let out a chorus of screams as they vanished in a haze of flame, shrapnel, and bits of charred flesh.

He surveyed the damage. A few fires were burning now, and they would probably consume the place. Fine then. It would give him time and this place probably should burn anyway. It felt tainted by what had happened within it.

Hunter walked back to the alpha’s office and started looking around. A bed. A dresser. A lamp. The desk and the chair. The desk had a scattering of papers with words scrawled across it and what looked like a map. The dresser had military hardware on it.

He saw a pretty nasty-looking assault rifle with a big magazine and not just a bayonet, but blades attached to the sides as well. He picked it up and gave a few experimental swings with it, then chuckled darkly as he felt how well-balanced and smooth it was. He could probably do a lot of damage in the field when he needed to get up close and personal.

The tiger shifted. Hunter looked down. The alpha looked up at him with a bloodied face and a sneer. He said something that was probably: That’s mine.

“You speak rabbit?” Hunter replied.

A look of mild surprise came over his face. “Yes,” he grunted. “Who are you?”

“Hunter. Now, we’re going to keep this simple,” Hunter replied, setting the rifle back down and drawing his blade again. He dropped into a crouch beside the burly tiger and fought to keep his rage in check. It was coming back to the surface again. “I ask questions, you answer. If you don’t, I hurt you until you tell me what I want to know. Oh, and just so you know I’m serious:”

Hunter drove the blade a few inches into the alpha’s thigh. He bit back a bark of pain, baring his big, sharp teeth.

“Where are my men?” he growled when the worst of the pain had passed.

Hunter left the knife in, his grip firm.

“Dead. What are you doing in this region?”

“Killing rabbits,” he sneered, grinning a big feral grin.

Hunter yanked the blade down, tearing open a long wound in his thigh. The sneer vanished and the tiger screamed this time.

“And wolves?”

“And wolves,” he growled, panting, a little more serious now.

“Why?”

“Because they deserve it.”

Hunter twisted the knife. He roared.

“I said why.”

“I just told you!” he snapped, and Hunter could tell he was serious.

“What does that mean? What’s your goal? Just to kill them?”

“Kill the wolves, kill some rabbits, capture others. Take them back.”

“For what?” Hunter growled, resisting the overwhelming impulse to start smashing the fucker’s face in until there was nothing left but a smear on the floor.

“Labor. Prey runs. Slaves. Because they deserve it. Because they are weak.”

Christ, so it was just the same as the wolves. They were like two dogs fighting over a bone, ripping it apart.

Hunter felt his patience slip another notch and knew he was pretty close to losing it.

“I found the rabbits chained up downstairs. Why did you do it?”

Now the feral grin came back, bigger than ever. “They’re good sport.”

Hunter twisted the knife again and then stood up, yanking it out, listening to the monster curse and spit at him in his own native tongue. He looked back over to the dresser and saw a clear, unlabeled, wide-mouthed bottle that was still mostly full.

He grabbed it and sniffed. Something alcoholic.

Turning back, Hunter began emptying it all over the tiger’s body. He growled and cursed some more as the alcohol got into his open wound.

Grabbing him by the ankles, he began dragging him along the floor, back to the balcony overlooking the lobby.

“What are you doing!?” he snarled.

Hunter said nothing as he got to the balcony’s edge and threw him over, down onto the flames which had begun to consume the lobby. The tiger screamed all the way down, and then screamed much louder when he hit the floor and immediately caught aflame.

Hunter watched him thrash around furiously as the fire consumed his flesh and the meat beneath. He screamed for what seemed like a long time.

Silently, Hunter returned to the office. He began gathering up the documents.


CHAPTER 6

It didn’t occur to Hunter until he was most of the way back to the medical outpost that he hadn’t bothered asking about the Trinkets.

This realization cut both ways.

On the one hand, all his instincts told him the tigers had no knowledge of the Trinkets, let alone were behind them.

On the other hand, he could be wrong, and it didn’t really matter because he should have asked anyway. It was basically a zero cost gamble. It proved to him that he was letting his instincts get too much of a stranglehold on him.

Very bad in his line of work.

Especially now that so much more was on the line than simply his life.

Hunter had mostly chilled himself back out to acceptable levels by the time he knocked on the front door in their code. It opened up a moment later and Riley appeared. She paled a little when she saw him.

“Oh wow,” she murmured, stepping back and granting him access. “I...see you found some tigers.”

“Yeah,” he replied, “they’re dead now.”

Hunter had decided not to tell them about the rabbits.

“Are you hurt?” she asked, closing and locking the entrance.

“No, I’m fine. Can you read tiger?” he asked, walking over to the reception desk and digging the documents out of his pack.

“Some, yeah.”

“What happened?” Chloe asked, appearing from a side room. “Oh wow, that’s a lot of blood.”

“It’s not mine,” Hunter replied. “If you can read tiger, look at these. There was a detachment of tigers holed up there in the observatory. I found this in the alpha’s office. Some of these are maps, but nothing looks too familiar. I can’t make heads or tails of the rest.”

“I’ll see what I can figure out,” Riley said.

“I can read a little tiger,” Chloe murmured.

“Did you finish packing?” he asked.

“Yes. We have our gear ready to go and the others are finishing securing the rest.”

“Did we get any seriously good finds?”

“Yes. We found operating equipment, which is really important. We found some pretty crucial spare parts for the medical technology we’ll be most frequently using. We found a shitload of antibiotics, which we’ll definitely need.”

“Perfect. Okay, uh, see what you can make of these documents and then make sure everything’s secured. We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

“All right...did you find out why they’re here?” Chloe asked hesitantly.

He sighed. “Yeah. Same reason as the wolves.”

“Great,” Riley muttered darkly, her ears flattening as she continued scrutinizing the documents.

“Yeah. We’ll fight them, too,” Hunter replied. “I’m going to check the perimeter.”

He first stepped into the nearest bathroom and took a moment to clean himself up, pausing to look at himself in the mirror. He looked insane. Dangerous. Unstable. Blood was smeared across his face in a mask of horror and death. His neck and chest and shoulders, too. His hands. He cleaned himself up as best he could, at least getting it off his face.

He knew it bothered them and kind of wished it bothered him more.

Once he was clean, Hunter headed back outside and took a deep breath. He held it for a long moment, then let it out. This was becoming a lot. Wolves from the north, tigers from the south, Trinkets hunting them from fucking God knew where.

And that wasn’t even counting the fact that winter was nearly there.

Or the fact that there were almost certainly at least a few of the clockwork motherfuckers actually inside of his home base. Which was broken.

Shit.

He took a walk around the perimeter of the outpost, trying to cool off. He could feel his blood boiling with rage somewhere below the surface, like an immense submerged motor, threatening to rip loose of its moorings.

This was the ugly side of instinct.

This was instinct unchecked.

It brought to mind that old saying of taking care not to become the monsters you were killing in the act of doing so. It was easy to think that you wouldn’t, that of course you wouldn’t, because you were the right one, you were the one doing it for the right cause. And that’s what made it so easy to fade into evil, drift into the dark, choppy waters of blood-soaked madness and never come back.

Hell, if anything, it was even more dangerous if you were actually on the right side, like he was right now. He knew in his soul protecting the innocent was the right thing to do.

When you knew in your soul that you were doing the right thing, it made justifying anything so much easier.

He wondered how many of them had doubt eating away at them as they slaughtered and captured the rabbits. Wondered how many of them knew what they were doing was wrong. Wondered how many of them told themselves this was just ‘temporary pain’.

How had it started?

Because no one just jumped straight to snagging a gun and a blade and slaughtering people. But he already knew that answer. Propaganda. Lies that told you what you wanted to hear, with some truth sprinkled in.

The best lies held the most truth.

Hunter sighed and shook his head. Did it matter? They were past the point of no return now. The wolves had committed atrocities already. And it didn’t look like they were going to let up anytime soon. What was really killing him was how much was probably happening right now, right this very minute, in the forest, within walking distance.

What horrors were they committing?

He had to stop them.

Hunter finished his sweep of the perimeter, finding nothing. But he had a clearer head by the time he came back into the lobby.

“Anything?” he asked.

Wick and Niko had joined them by then, standing somewhat awkwardly to one side with their packs on.

“A little,” Riley replied. “I think this is a rough sketch of their plan to siphon off prisoners down to the south.”

“This map looks vaguely familiar,” Chloe said. “Kiara would know more, but I think this is a basin at the base of the mountains there. It looks like they might have a few outposts there. If I recall, there was a small trading settlement and a cargo offloading settlement–both owned by tigers–somewhere around there.”

“All right,” Hunter said, gathering the documents back up and slipping them back into a protected compartment within his pack, “we’ll deal with that later. For now, let’s hit the Burrow, check it out, and then get back. We’ve got a lot to do. Although really quick, show me where you stowed the supplies.”

Chloe nodded and took him back to one of the patient rooms. She pulled the bed out and he saw that there was a pretty well-hidden compartment built into the floor.

“Why is this here?” he asked, opening it up for a moment, then securing it again.

“Rabbits habitually have hiding spots. It’s part of our genetic makeup. It’s so common that we tend to just build it into our architecture,” Chloe replied.

“Interesting.”

They shoved the bed back into place, then headed out.

…

“Are you all right?” Chloe asked.

They’d been walking for almost twenty minutes now. He had set a brisk pace.

Hunter suppressed the urge to curse. He thought he’d done a decent job of fortifying his shitty mood but he had evidently underestimated Chloe’s attention to detail yet again. He still didn’t want to tell her about the dead rabbits up there.

“I’m worried about Brooke,” he said, and it wasn’t actually a lie.

It seemed to work, at least.

“She’s tougher than she thinks she is,” Chloe replied. “I think she’s finally realizing that. When she found us in Nym when everything was going down, she was pretty levelheaded. She got us out of there and found that shelter. I thought she didn’t have any doubts, any fear really, but then you showed up and I think it shook her confidence.”

“I wish it hadn’t,” he muttered.

“I know, so do I. But you were an unknown, and even though she chose to save you, once she saw you move...well, it became obvious to her immediately that if you wanted to kill all of us, there was realistically not much she could do about it. But now she’s in love with you and she feels safe around you in a way she has around no one else in her life. And now her confidence has returned.”

“I just hope it’s enough.”

Chloe began to respond but they both responded to the sound of dead leaves shifting underfoot somewhere to the right. He immediately raised his fist and then snapped his new assault rifle into play, taking a few steps closer to the trees alongside the path they were following. He had seen movement, quick movement.

He smelled nothing but the wind wasn’t in his favor. The others were hiding behind trees now.

“Identify yourself!” Hunter snapped.

The land dipped about twenty feet to the right and he thought someone or maybe a few someones were hiding down there, just out of sight.

“Now! If I have to come over there no one’s going to be happy!” he snapped.

“O-okay! We’re coming out!” a voice stuttered, and he relaxed immediately.

It was a rabbit.

Two heads poked up cautiously from right around where he’d been aiming and he lowered his weapon when their eyes widened and they froze in place.

“It’s okay, we’re friendly to rabbits,” he said. “Chloe.”

She nodded and stepped back up next to him, making herself plainly visible for the two terrified rabbits.

“You can come out, we’re safe, we’ll help you,” she said.

Their terror changed to relief immediately. They finished coming up out of their hiding spot and Hunter took a measure of them as they approached. It was obvious they had been surviving out in the woods for some time. Their hair was a mess and tangled with leaves and twigs, their clothes were torn and stained, they had bags under their eyes and their ears were drooping down.

They looked to be somewhere in their thirties, the man towards the late end, the woman towards the early end.

“I recognize them,” Chloe whispered, suddenly excited. “I saw personnel files at the outpost, they worked there!”

“You doctors?” Hunter asked as they closed the gap between them.

“Yes,” the man replied, nodding tiredly. “We were working at an emergency medical complex when the war broke out...what are you?” he asked suddenly, scrutinizing Hunter.

The woman sighed heavily. “Kenneth. I know it’s your default position, but try not to be an ass. Sorry, I’m Amber.”

“I just-I mean, look at him!”

“Genetically enhanced super soldier,” Hunter replied with a practiced ease at this point. “I’m Hunter. This is Chloe.”

“Genetically…” Kenneth began to reply, then he sniffed the air and his eyes widened. “Wolf!” he snapped, looking around frantically.

“Relax,” Hunter said. “We have a friendly wolf with us.”

“There are no friendly wolves!” Kenneth snapped.

“Kenneth,” Amber growled and kicked his leg. “You have to stop shitting your pants every time you think something is going wrong.” She sighed and rubbed at one eye. “Sorry, we’ve been through a lot.”

“Are there others?” Hunter asked, motioning for the rest to come out.

Both rabbits looked at Riley immediately, who hung back awkwardly and couldn’t quite meet their eyes.

“She’s friendly,” Hunter said, then stepped a little closer. “We’re on a timeline and this is dangerous territory: are there others?”

Something in his stern tone seemed to ground and focus them.

“No,” Amber said. “It’s just us. The others ran off. We, uh...we’re pretty low on food and we don’t have any weapons. Can you help us?”

“Yes,” Hunter replied. “You’re familiar with the Warren?”

“Yes!” Kenneth said immediately, his excitement plain. “Are you from the Warren? You know where it is!?”

“Technically yes and yes,” Hunter replied.

“Technically?” Amber asked.

“We’ll catch you up to speed but we need to walk and talk. We’re scouting out a location not far from here. Here, Chloe, get them something to eat and drink. You come with us to this location, wait while we check it out, then we’ll take you back to the Warren. What are your skills?” he asked.

“I’m a doctor,” Kenneth replied quickly. “I have a lot of medical knowledge and experience. I can be very useful.”

“I’m a surgeon,” Amber said.

“Oh, thank goodness,” Chloe muttered as she passed them some canteens.

“You don’t have surgeons at the Warren?” Amber asked cautiously.

“No. It’s not a good situation there, but it will keep you safe,” she replied.

“Come on, we need to keep moving,” Hunter pressed.

Once they had their own canteens and some protein bars and began ravenously tearing into them, the two doctors joined their group and they continued heading south, filling them in on everything that had happened so far.


CHAPTER 7

Hunter found his mood brightening as they closed in on the Burrow.

Two doctors, one of them a goddamned surgeon, was a big win. So far, they were all in more or less good health, (their knife wound victim was recovering well), but he knew it was only a matter of time before something went seriously wrong.

Speaking of which…

“Hey, got an uncomfortable question,” Hunter said as he fell back a little and came to walk beside the pair of doctors.

“Okay…” Amber replied cautiously.

He’d left out mentions of the Trinkets so far.

“Have you come across any, uh...people or corpses with machine parts attached to them or implanted within them? It’d be very obvious.”

They looked at each other uncertainly, then at him, like they were trying to judge if he was fucking with them or not.

“What the fuck?” Kenneth asked.

Amber sighed. “No, we haven’t seen anything like that. Why?”

“Because they’re out there. Someone’s been grabbing people, rabbits so far, and killing them and then implanting and grafting technology into and onto them and using them as killing machines.”

“...you are absolutely fucking with me right now,” Kenneth muttered, but his eyes said that he believed it, much as he might not want to.

“I wish I was. They’re hard to kill. We’ve only actually encountered two of them, and one of them I didn’t even see. I just knew it was there, out of sight, hiding in a cave. But I for sure fought and killed one of them.”

“I...don’t even know what to say to this,” Amber murmured. “Implanted? Technology? You mean like wires and metal?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“How do you know it wasn’t just...someone’s insane-ass science experiment?” Kenneth asked hopefully.

“For one, this was way too effective of a killing machine to be some one-off science experiment. For two, I know for a fact that the wolves have been running into them, too. And getting their asses kicked.”

“Well, at least something good came of it,” Amber muttered. “But no, we haven’t encountered or even heard of anything like that. How could it even be possible? I mean we have technological organs at this point, but they’re absolute bleeding edge tech...for us at least…”

“You thinking deer tech?” he asked.

“Yes. Maybe. They’re supposed to be the most advanced in the world. But I keep up with what they’re capable of, or I try to anyway, they’re very secretive, but nothing like that has been hinted at.”

“If I got my hands on one, could you study it? Would you?”

“I would,” Amber replied immediately.

“Fuck no,” Kenneth growled.

“We need information if we’re going to survive this insanity. And...one or more of them might be inside of the Warren.”

“Okay, ex-fucking-cuse me!?” Kenneth snapped, coming to a halt.

Hunter sighed and stopped, turning around to face him, feeling his patience starting to wear thin despite his better mood. “We only have access to the top floor of the Warren right now, the lower floors are locked down. There’s evidence that something strong tried to beat its way through a door to get into the first floor. The only thing that could have done that that we know of is one of these things. Maybe they left, maybe they’re still there, but we haven’t heard anything since.”

“And you expect us to go inside there?” he asked incredulously. “There is no way–”

Hunter felt his patience slip another notch and took a step closer to the doctor. “Get it straight, doc,” he growled, his voice low, holding the man’s eyes with his own, “this is the end of your world. If you want to survive it, you’re going to have to make some hard choices and put up with some bullshit that you don’t like. So you can either get with the program and fall in line and survive in the Warren with us, or you can keep taking your chances out here, but I don’t have time to hold your hand. You in or you out?”

Kenneth was as still as a statue and everyone had stopped now and was watching them.

“I, uh...I’m in,” he managed.

“Fine. Just make sure to keep your head in the game because people are dying out here, your people, and we are going to need every scrap of help we can get.”

With that, he turned around and kept walking. The others hurried to join him.

“That was a little harsh, don’t you think?” Chloe murmured as she came up alongside him.

“Yes, but I’ve seen his type before. Coping with insanity through humor is one thing, but he still doesn’t fully grasp what’s happening and he needs someone to grab him and yank him a little farther down that particular timeline or he’s going to end up dead and we need him so I yanked.”

“Fair enough.”

“Was I wrong?” he asked after a moment.

“Not...quite. But maybe soften your approach a little. You have to remember, we aren’t like you, Hunter. Not even Riley is like you. Don’t get me wrong, we appreciate your position and everything you’re doing for us, it’s just...this is stressful for us in a way that I think isn’t stressful for you.”

He considered that. She had a point.

“All right,” he said. He paused as he spied a particular tree up ahead, rising above the rest. “Wick? That the tree?”

“Yes,” Wick replied.

“All right, come on, let’s hoof it,” he said, picking up the pace.

They came to the tree and broke left, walking past it until they came to a dirt path that was just big enough to admit vehicles. He studied it for signs of tracks, but it was clear no vehicles had been through here in a long time. They followed the dirt path for another hundred meters and came to a clearing big enough to hold a dozen vehicles.

Again, no signs of life.

From there, they followed a barely perceptible path east through a bramble of dense bushes. He imagined it would create a kind of natural tunnel of green life during spring and summer. It twisted and turned and seemed to dance between being natural and something crafted. It terminated abruptly and opened up into a much larger clearing.

Hunter had them wait by the threshold and headed into the area beyond with his pistol drawn. The area had a basic shape of two rough circles overlapping. Immediately he could see the appeal of such a place. The trees all around them were tightly packed, providing a kind of natural wall. They were also old and huge, their branches reached up and out so much that they provided a dense canopy, almost a natural roof through which cold sunlight now spilled.

There were signs of more permanent habitation. A couple of brick and stone ovens had been constructed. There were some wooden picnic tables spread about. There were some lines of stones that had been arranged as to divide up space in the clearings. He moved through the first open space and into the next, checking the sides and focusing on the rock sheer that divided the eastern edge of the Burrow.

It had a big hollowed out base that went up some twenty feet, the wall itself going up probably fifty feet. It extended back about seventy feet, providing a lot of open space within its hollow. He saw a pair of openings in the cliff to either side of the open space and checked each of them out. They led to small caves that likely served as bathrooms or maybe storage areas. One held a table and the other had some basic hooks banged into the rock, holding up cabling and an old, dead lantern. Coming back out, he took another look around with a less tactical eye.

There was the waterfall, there was a stream. This place definitely would be a great secondary site they could flee to. It’d be a bit of a pain to set up here, especially with winter coming on, but it could be done, and it would be good training for them.

“All right, come in,” Hunter called, sure they were clear now.

He watched the others come into the clearing and begin spreading out, investigating and talking to each other excitedly.

Riley hung back, looking vaguely awkward.

He joined her. “How you feeling?”

“All right,” she murmured.

“You aren’t feeling all right.”

She sighed. “It’s just...I’m still getting used to people reacting poorly to me. Honestly, everyone in the Warren has been a lot better than I was hoping for. I’m just sad that this is going to be the norm. Every time someone new sees me, they all react the same way. And I mean I get it, I just hate it.”

“I’m sorry, Riley,” he replied. He wasn’t sure what to say. A thought sparked after a moment, but he had no idea if it would be the right or wrong thing to say. He decided to go for it. “Um...I don’t know if it helps, but we’ve basically got clearance to rut.”

Her ears perked up and she looked at him. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

She laughed awkwardly and actually blushed. “Well...good. That does help.”

“Good.”

“When?”

“When we get back to the Warren?”

“All right.” She shifted on her feet. “Um...can we start heading back maybe?”

He laughed. “That eager?”

“Yes, I’m fucking eager. I tried to have you mount me the first night.”

“So is that how you want it?” Hunter asked, stepping a bit closer and settling a hand on her fit, firm, jeans-clad ass. “From behind?”

“...yes,” she managed, then cleared her throat. “This is how I would want it.”

“I think I can manage…”

He hesitated as his instincts began speaking to him. Something was wrong. A silence had fallen over the area. The insects had stopped, the birds had ceased chirping. He caught some distant movement between some trees and saw a deer racing away.

“Shit,” he said, grasping his new machine gun.

“What is it?” Riley whispered.

“Something bad.” Hunter let out a short, sharp whistle, gathering the others’ attention. He gestured urgently at them to join him. He had an idea of what might be coming but maybe they could get out of here before it got here.

He became aware of a ticking sound.

Shit. Apparently not.

He gestured again, giving them the hide motion, pointing to the cave. The sound was coming from the way they’d entered through.

“Get back with them, now,” he said.

Riley lingered only a second, then shot off towards them as they skidded to a halt and began running in the other direction.

Shit, shit, shit.

Hunter hustled back towards the entrance path and then skidded to a halt when he saw it step into view: another Clockwork Trinket.

This one was a wolf.

Tall and made of ropy muscle, the remnants of a forest camo uniform clung to its body. This one was missing more flesh. Wires ran along its right arm in a confusing mesh, culminating in what looked like a broad-bore gun where its hand should be.

Eyes of flashing neon blue stared at him as it advanced.

The Trinket raised the gun-arm.

“Nope,” Hunter said.

He snapped his own machine gun into play and opened fire. He hosed the motherfucker down, emptying the whole big magazine into it as he marched forward, spraying the fire into its chest and its head as much as he could as the big gun rattled furiously in his hands.

The Trinket was driven backwards several stuttering steps by the sheer force of the lead onslaught. As the machine gun ran dry and he slapped a fresh mag in, the Trinket toppled over backwards. He kept it covered as he cautiously approached. The thing twitched a few more times, sparks and blood and oil spilling out.

The stench was horrendous.

It froze up and remained still as he approached. Hunter stared in fascinated horror at the contraption. Most of its face was gone, little more than chewed up meat and dented metal and charred bone. He’d exposed a lot of its chest cavity and the inside of its skull. He frowned at what he saw there. The chest was full of metal, and the brain was shockingly intact. It seemed like it had been protected by an awesomely hard head or something else he couldn’t see.

God, had they somehow reinforced its skull–

The thing’s feet abruptly shot up and kicked him in the chest. Hunter let out a wheezing shout of pure shock as he was picked up and thrown probably twenty feet through the air. He grunted, the breath driven from his lungs as he hit the hard packed-dirt ground and rolled.

“Hunter!” Chloe shrieked.

Gasping, he staggered to his feet. His gun had been thrown from his hands. The Trinket was back on its feet now, too. How in the fuck was it doing this with its goddamned brain exposed!? Fighting to get his focus back, he drew his pistol and opened fire.

It was coming for him now, fast as fuck.

Its heavy feet sent up plumes of dirt as it rocketed towards him. He kept firing, aiming for its exposed brain.

As it drew within perhaps six feet of him, he landed two quick shots into the gray meat and that finally seemed to do the trick. Hunter stepped aside as he reloaded and gave the creature a wide berth as it toppled over, carried by its momentum along the ground much as he had been just a few seconds ago.

It came to a halt, spat out a huge spray of sparks, and then became still again. Hunter walked up to it, kept a safe distance, and put six more shots into its brain. He waited, then put another two, then waited for a full minute.

Nothing happened.

“All right,” he called, “come out. Hurry.”

The others cautiously emerged from their hiding spot in one of the smaller caves. They were all staring with wide, horrified eyes.

“Over here, hurry up,” he said. “We need to get going.”

They reluctantly joined him by the body, not taking their eyes from it.

“Holy fucking fuck, you weren’t kidding,” Amber whispered.

“Okay, we’ve seen it, can we go now?” Kenneth asked anxiously.

“I’m never going to get used to these things,” Chloe whispered.

“We’re heading back to the medical outpost,” Hunter said, looking around. He spotted his rifle, jogged over, scooped it up, and jogged back. “Riley, here, hold this.”

He extended a thick, sturdy bayonet on the front of his gun and rested it against the Trinket’s wrist, just below where the gun barrel was. She crouched, reluctantly taking up holding the rifle. Hunter raised his boot and brought it down hard on the top of the bayonet, severing the gun barrel in a spray of sparks and bloody oil.

“What the fuck are you doing!?” Kenneth demanded.

“Disarming it, we’re taking this fucking thing with us.”


CHAPTER 8

“All right,” Hunter grunted as he tossed the Trinket corpse down onto the examination table with a heavy bang, “start studying. You’ve got half an hour.”

Amber and Chloe stepped forward without a word, each wielding a medical tool. Kenneth leaped on the opportunity to run the table, getting it fired up and running a scan.

“Riley,” he said, “will you patrol out there?”

“On it,” she replied and vanished.

She seemed very eager to get the hell away from this thing. Hunter looked back at Wick and Niko, who were hanging out in the main lobby, staring unhappily through the open door.

“Why don’t you two get to work on loading up on supplies?” he suggested.

They both nodded and vanished, too.

“This thing fucking stinks!” Kenneth complained again.

“Yeah, imagine how I felt carrying the fucker,” Hunter muttered as he walked over to the sink and started washing his hands. “Man, I hate these things.”

“This is fascinating,” Chloe whispered. He glanced over. She had cut open a long incision along the arm and was peeling back some skin with a retraction clamp. “There’s wiring in here...it almost looks like it was threaded and then woven into the meat. I don’t even understand how…”

“I wish you could have saved more of its brain,” Amber murmured, wincing behind the surgical mask she’d put on.

“Yeah, well, we’d be dead if I had,” Hunter replied.

The thing hadn’t twitched once as he’d dragged it by its feet through the forest, but he’d been expecting it the whole walk back.

“There is that,” she muttered. “But what’s left...there’s a lot of tech implanted directly into the brain. I’m curious how they managed to get it inside. What’s left of the skull seems otherwise intact.”

Hunter thought about it as he scrubbed the awful smell off his hands. “Maybe it’s like outer space,” he said finally.

“...what? Outer space?” Chloe asked uncertainly.

“It’s completely impractical to build stuff whole first and then bring it up to space. It makes way more sense to put all the stuff you need in packages, shoot it up into space, and then build it up there. Maybe they did something similar?”

“That’s not a bad idea, but how?” Amber asked.

“Tiny robots?” he asked. “Remote controlled? Or programmed? Or maybe they figured out how to make really tiny little holes in the skull? Thinking about what you just said about threading, maybe they punched a tiny hole in the skull and threaded material in through a tube? I don’t know, I’m just spitballing here.”

“That’s possible, I suppose…” Amber replied, but she sounded dubious.

Hunter fell silent as he finished it up.

“Whoa…” Kenneth muttered.

“What you got?” Hunter asked immediately.

“Just, there’s a lot of tech showing up. A lot of implants. But it also looks so...I don’t know, haphazard? It seems kind of random. But the muscles are pretty jacked up. I think that’s why there’s so many holes in the flesh, it’s the muscles being worked beyond their capacity and bursting through the skin. Fucking shit, if I wasn’t seeing this with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe it in a million years.”

“Look for weaknesses,” Hunter instructed, leaning against the counter and keeping his weapon on hand, ready to pump it full of even more lead if necessary. “We need to know how to kill them faster.”

“I’ll see what I can find, but I have concerns about that,” Chloe said.

“What concerns?” he asked.

“Based on everything I’m seeing here and the little I saw of the last one, there seems to be almost nothing the way of uniformity between them. This has much more technology inside of it, unless I just missed it all in the last one. I suppose that’s possible, but they seem so very different. You wouldn’t expect this much variety between just two.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Hunter said unhappily.

“What does that mean?” Amber asked unhappily as she grabbed another medical tool from her kit and went digging around in the brain.

“I’m not sure. Could be that it needs to be this way, that making a...meat-puppet varies from person to person. Or species. Or could be done on purpose specifically because variety makes them deadlier. Or...could be something else, I guess.”

“If we could get this back to the Warren, we could probably run much more–” Chloe began, but Hunter cut in.

“Absolutely not,” he said firmly.

She looked up. “Why? It seems pretty dead.”

“We have no idea what kind of tracking devices might be built into it. Or failsafes. What if it blows up? Or releases something deadly?”

She looked back down in horror. “...oh. That’s a very good point.”

“See what technology you can dig out of there, though. We’ll shove it in a biohazard container and then bury it somewhere along the way, then Riley can take the opportunity to study it later,” Hunter said. “Anything we can learn will be useful. Hopefully.”

They nodded and got back to work.

…

Their half an hour came and went.

Riley encountered no one and they managed to pry out a decent amount of spare parts from the mutilated nightmare. Otherwise, they didn’t learn anything particularly useful, save that from what they could see, the interior of the skull had been coated in some kind of hardening substance. Which explained why it had taken so much to bring it down.

Which meant that Hunter now had another thing to worry about.

After some debate, he ultimately decided to drag it out back and toss it down a ravine Amber told them about. He had no idea what the people behind the creation of these things knew already, but he didn’t intend to make it any easier for them to learn more.

Riley looked over some of the tech bits as they hurried home after loading up on medical supplies. When they reached a distinctive-looking spot, Hunter grabbed a small shovel he’d found among the survival gear at the wolf den, dug a hole, and buried it.

“What are your thoughts?” he asked once they got moving again.

“That tech looks really weird. I don’t really recognize those parts,” she replied, clearly shaken. “I don’t know what most of them are meant to even do. I thought I would have recognized something, but no, it was just a mystery. I’m curious to know what the full scan said.”

“Do you think you could figure out more if you had more time?” he asked.

“Probably...well, maybe. If I could come back here with some more tools and set up a little workstation, maybe get a portable scanner, yeah I think I could figure out some shit.”

“All right. We’ll make that happen...you doing all right?” he asked.

“Yeah. Well, maybe. I don’t know.” She sighed. “That thing freaked the shit out of me.”

“It’s pretty horrifying,” he agreed.

“It’s so...unnatural.” She shuddered. “How are we supposed to fight them? I mean, you managed to kill two of them, but even you are having trouble with them.”

“Shooting the shit out of them seems to work,” he replied uneasily. “But even that seems like a bit of a crapshoot. Uh, a bit uncertain. That’s why I’m so desperate to find more data on these monsters. Faster we can kill them, the better.”

“Yeah...uh, can we, uh...you know? Spend some time together?” Riley asked, hitting the back of his thighs with her tail as they came in sight of the Warren’s hidden entrance. “To help take my mind off of it?”

“Yes,” he replied, reaching out a grasping a handful of her fit ass. He gave her a squeeze and she let out an awkward, excited giggle.

He laughed as he led the group into the cave. They transitioned through the airlock and brought everyone into the Warren. He instructed Chloe to get Amber and Kenneth settled in, released Wick and Niko from responsibility for the time being, and then brought Riley before his shared quarters.

“Lemme deal with some stuff really quick,” he said. “And, uh…” He paused as he caught sight of Nicole coming out of her bedroom. Shit, he had promised her some attention, too. “Would you be down to be watched rutting? And to watch some after?”

“With her?” Riley asked, following his gaze. Nicole had stopped, talking with Diane. “Which one?”

“The blonde.”

“Hmm…”

“You don’t have to but I think maybe it’ll help facilitate bonding.”

She looked at him with a big smirk. “Are you just saying that because you want two girls in the room?”

“I mean that’s not the only reason…”

“You know what? You’re on. But I get to go first, then she can have what’s left when I’m done with you.”

“Uh-huh.” He slapped her ass. “I expect you naked when I get back.”

“Oh, yes sir,” she replied, rolling her eyes at him.

He slapped her ass even harder when she went into his living quarters. He headed over to Nicole, who had finished up her conversation. She became still as she saw him coming, a smile spreading across her pretty face.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hello, Nicole. So I’ve got a bit of a proposition for you.”

“I’m listening.”

The main reason he was doing this was because he’d gotten a strong sense of joy from Nicole when they’d had sex in front of all his mates. He had the impression that she had particularly enjoyed being viewed while getting fucked by him.

“You’ve met Riley?”

“The wolf woman? Yes.”

“What do you think of her?”

“I was kind of scared of her at first, but we’ve talked, we had a meal together, and she’s actually really nice. She’s funny. And smart. I like her.”

“I do, too. I’m about to rut with her,” he said, and Nicole’s response to that was immediate. Her eyes widened just a little, her pale cheeks began to flush, and she took in a breath. “And I wanted to know if you wanted to watch...and then if you wanted to rut with me afterwards.”

“Will she watch?” she murmured shyly.

“Yes, if you want her to.”

“I...do want her to, and...yes, I would like to see that.”

“Good.” He pointed her towards his living quarters, though by now she must know, “she’s already there, getting ready. Why don’t you join her?”

“All right!” She laughed, gave him a fast kiss on the mouth, then scurried off.

Hunter laughed as well and kept going. He looked around for Diane, wondering if maybe she might want in on this, but she’d already disappeared somewhere, so he pressed on to the control center where he found Kiara looking over a tablet.

“Hunter! Is everyone okay?” she asked.

“Yes, and there’s good news. We found a shitload of medicine and medtech, and we found two doctors, and one of them is a surgeon.”

Kiara’s eyes widened. “That’s incredible! They’re here now?”

“Yes, Chloe is getting them settled in. We also found the Burrow. It’s intact and empty. We also ran into another Trinket. I killed it and I had the doctors study it for a bit. We also ripped some tech out of it and Riley’s going to study it more soon. Is everything still going smoothly here?”

She nodded. “Yes, no new problems arose while you were out.”

“Thank fuck,” he muttered. “Um...so are you good with it if I rut with Riley in our room and also would you be okay with it if she joined the group?”

Kiara smiled a knowing smile. “Yes and yes, Hunter.”

“Okay great, because I’m going to go fuck her brains out.”

Her smile grew a little. “I see. Have fun. Rain’s in our room.”

“Oh. Well, that answers my next question.” He began to leave, then turned back and shrugged out of his pack. “One more thing. We ran into some tigers out there. I killed them all, but they had set up an operation in an observatory. It’s gone now, but I managed to salvage these.”

He placed the documents on the table in front of her. She frowned, picking one up and studying it.

“I can’t read tiger...but there’s a program I can use to take pictures and auto-translate the text.” She looked up, worried. “Did you figure out what they’re doing here?”

He sighed, some of his good mood boiling off. “Yeah. Same thing as the wolves.”

Her frown deepened. “I worried as much. Well, I will study these and see what I can make of them. Go have fun.”

“I love you,” he said.

When she looked back up again, he kissed her. She laughed, her smile slowly returning. “I love you, too, Hunter.”

He jogged back to his living quarters, his desire to hide away from the world and forget about all this blood-drenched horror for at least an hour or two becoming overwhelming after facing down both the tigers and another fucking Clockwork Trinket.

He found Riley sitting on the bed, butt naked, while Nicole and Rain, who were also naked, sat in some of the chairs. They were all chatting happily as he came in.

“Look who finally decided to show up,” Riley said.

“Keep giving me trouble, see what happens,” Hunter replied as he began getting his gear off, starting by setting his pack down heavily on the floor.

“I want to see what happens,” Nicole murmured.

“I can assume you’re good with this?” Hunter asked, looking at Rain.

“Yes. Riley is my friend now and I want her to be happy and I know rutting with you seems to make everyone who does it happy, so…” Rain smiled and shrugged.

“Fair enough.”

“Does this mean she’s joining the relationship?” Rain asked.

Hunter paused, looked at Rain, then looked at Riley, who lost her bravado and regained her uncertainty.

“Does it?” she asked.

“Oh, have you not talked about that? Oops,” Rain murmured awkwardly.

“Do you want to?” he asked, resuming taking off his gear and clothes.

“I mean...if everyone’s okay with it, yeah, I’d really like that,” Riley replied cautiously.

“I think Brooke will need some time to get used to the idea, but I think it’s on the table. For sure rutting is,” Hunter said. He tossed his blooded shirt aside. “How about mating?”

“I’m good for now,” Riley replied. “I’ve got my birth control implant, although I think it’ll run out soon. Guess I should ask Chloe about that. She should be able to check it. But...with everything that’s happening...maybe? Probably? I mean, if I’m going to get bred, it will definitely be by you.”

“What I like to hear,” he said, and dropped his pants. “I’m kinda grimy, you want me to shower first?”

“No,” she almost growled, and instead she flipped over and got onto her hands and knees.

Right, little in the way of foreplay. Well, he could work with that right now. He was pretty fucking horned up and ready to rut her fucking brains out.

Hunter took in her fit, nude body as he climbed up onto the bed. She looked every bit as sexy and seductive as he had envisioned her. She had a lean body of smooth tan skin, accentuated occasionally by a scar here and there. She wasn’t muscular like Brooke, but she had definition, her body wiry and toned like a track runner or gymnast.

And her tail…

He thought it would more incongruous, seeing a wolf tail sprouting from her lower back, right where a tramp stamp would be, gray fur and all, but it wasn’t. It seemed somehow right and, more than that, sexy.

Fuck, she had a nice ass.

He could see the open slit of her pussy glistening as he got up behind her. She was more than ready for him and he was more than ready for her. He said nothing as he settled his hands on her hips, slid them down over her firm ass and enjoyed its feel for a moment, then back to her hips. He got up against her and she shuddered as he rested his head at the hot, wet entrance of her pussy.

“Come on…” she complained, already breathing heavily.

Hunter responded by slipping into her.

Riley let out a loud, long moan of pure bliss. She cried out as he penetrated her deeper, and then deeper still.

“Oh fuck,” she groaned, hanging her head.

It snapped right back as he began stroking into her and she let out another cry of pure sexual rapture. Hunter immediately began losing himself in this sultry, seductive wolf girl. Inside, she was a study in ecstasy.

Hot and wet and oh so perfect.

Her slick muscles clenched and contracted around his erection as she stuffed it into her again and again. It really was rutting. Furious and fast and immensely gratifying. They said nothing as they fucked, as he went faster and harder. Just primal, guttural noises of unfiltered gratification as they gave into their most basic urges.

Riley demanded more with her body alone, lowering her front half and pressing her fit ass against him, voicing her need in incoherent desire between her heavy panting moans. Hunter tightened his grasp on her firm hips, his fingertips digging into her smooth tan skin. He brought one foot up and rested on it to give him a better angle and more control, then really started fucking her.

Riley let out a loud screaming shriek of pleasure as he hammered her pussy, slamming deep and hard into her wet perfection.

“Yes! YES! YES!” she shrieked as she began to orgasm.

Hunter fucked her through it, and then he fucked her through another one, feeling her hot sex juices spraying out of her around his rock hard erection, feeling her strong inner muscles fluttering and spasming wildly.

He was prepared to fill her with his seed after the second one, and he leaned forward, going down onto all fours so that she was fully beneath him, and she let out a guttural moan, her face buried in the pillow now, as he drilled her.

His orgasm came, climaxing like a furious storm, and sent rapture thundering through his body as he began pumping his seed into her willing pussy. She took everything he had, screaming each time he thrust deep into her, incoherent with ecstasy as he bred her. That’s what he was doing, he knew in that moment, even if it wasn’t going to work, even if they hadn’t really decided, he knew that’s what he was doing and so did she.

He came into her and filled her up and bathed in the pure bliss of their sex.

And then it was over and they were both coming down from the absurd highs of pleasure. They stayed like that for a while, panting heavily, and finally he pulled out of her and straightened back up. Riley groaned and fell onto her side, gasping for breath.

Hunter finished straightening up on his knees, popped his back, and looked at Nicole.

“All right, your turn.”


CHAPTER 9

“But why now?” Kiara asked uncertainly as Hunter finished lacing his boots back up.

“I just need to know,” he replied. “This is bugging me still and we have time.”

She sighed and looked to the others for help, but they said nothing. Hunter kept preparing.

He’d fucked Nicole in much the same manner as he had Riley, because she really wanted it after that display, and then he’d done the same thing to Rain. Now the three of them were laying in the bed together, naked and satisfied. Rain had already fallen asleep, and Nicole was most of the way there. Riley just looked content and relaxed in a way he hadn’t seen from her yet.

Kiara had been drawn in by the sounds, (which made him wonder how much everyone else had heard), and she’d wanted a turn. He’d given it to her, fucking her hard and fast in the shower he was just getting ready to take.

“How do you have the energy to go back out there already?” Nicole murmured sleepily.

“Super soldier,” he replied, getting his guns in order.

“Why do you have to know? What’s so special about this place?” Kiara pressed.

“I don’t know, but I know that it’s been bugging me ever since I saw it on the map. And when something keeps bugging me like this, it means my instincts are trying to tell me something. There’s something important there, or at least there might be something important there. Something that shouldn’t wait,” he explained.

“I suppose you know best,” she murmured.

“There’s been nothing from Brooke, right?” he asked.

“You’d know if there had.”

Hunter nodded. He’d sent along a radio with her, one they’d stolen from the wolves, but only to be used in absolute emergency. The wolves seemed to stay off the radio for the most part, but he wasn’t willing to gamble them being able to track the location of the Warren unless he absolutely had to.

He finished settling all of his gear into place and then turned to face her fully. “Listen, I can probably be there and back in an hour. Probably less, if I don’t run into anyone. I just need to see what this place is. Maybe it’s nothing or maybe it’s hugely important, but I have to know.”

“...all right,” she murmured. “Just be careful.”

“Always will,” he replied, and gave her a kiss. “Let Chloe know.”

Kiara nodded. Hunter went over and kissed Nicole and Riley.

“Hey,” Riley said, smiling serenely up at him.

“Yeah?”

“Thanks. That was fucking amazing.”

He laughed and nodded. “Yeah, it was.”

Hunter made for the airlock.

…

He was feeling the cold more now.

How much longer before the snow fell?

Hunter felt his thoughts slipping around like quicksilver as he hustled through the forest, eating as much distance as his body would allow while remaining silent. He dashed between trees and hopped lightly over the occasional creek.

He had the impression that he had seen a bigger wolf den when the probe had painted the landscape for them. He’d studied the layout several times. A big square, divided up into four sections, it looked like a command outpost.

If it was the nerve center for their operations in this forest, there was a good chance he could take them out. Maybe he could find some kind of big-ass bomb and sneak it in there. Or maybe just lob it at them and wipe them off the map.

Only he couldn’t do that, because they might have a few prisoners of war locked up in there like they had Riley. Well, it was easier to tell now. He could do a thermal scan and that would sure as hell help clear it up, and he’d spent enough time around wolves and rabbits that he could differentiate between the two of them now.

Beneath iron gray skies, Hunter closed in on the mysterious encampment. The drone had also painted the terrain itself and he knew that to the east, the landscape rose up and should give him a good view from on high. He could just study it from a distance and make a plan of attack. Or hell, maybe it was a friendly place?

He doubted it, but anything was possible.

Hunter was most of the way there when he abruptly became aware of someone else nearby. He slowed his gait until he came a halt near the center of a small glade. He scented the air, smelled rabbit, and fear.

A lot of fear.

Some blood, too.

He heard breathing coming from his left and spotted a big rock that was almost certainly sheltering some poor bastard.

“You can come out,” he said, keeping his voice neutral. “I’m a friend of rabbits. I can help you. I’m a soldier.”

A long pause. He thought he heard the rabbit scenting the air as well. Finally, he stood up, appearing from behind the rock.

He looked awful. He was thin, he wore a simple outfit of jeans and a t-shirt, and it looked like he hadn’t changed them in weeks. They were filthy and torn and stained with blood. One of his ears was torn and bleeding.

“Who are you?” he asked anxiously.

“My name is Hunter. Let me help with that ear,” Hunter replied.

The man, who was little more than a teenager from the looks of him, seemed like he might bolt at any second. His eyes passed restlessly and repeatedly over Hunter’s form, coming back to his face several times in the span of a few seconds.

Something seemed to give in him and he abruptly relaxed. Or rather almost went slack without actually falling over. He leaned against the rock.

“Okay. I can’t run any further,” he muttered.

“I’m getting my medpack out,” Hunter said, shrugging out of his pack and zipping it open. “Where’d you come from?”

“The work camp,” he replied. “Who are you? Why do you look like that?”

“Long story. I’m a super soldier, genetic engineering,” Hunter replied, approaching him slowly with the medical kit. “What work camp?”

He had a storm of bad feelings gathering in the pit of his stomach.

“North of here,” the kid replied, tilting his head down to show Hunter his torn ear.

“How far north?”

“I don’t know but close, really close. I escaped, but I have to find help. Can you help? There’s others there.”

“I can help. I will help. How many? This is going to sting.”

He winced as Hunter injected his ear with a local anesthetic a few times. He fished out his spare canteen and a few protein bars while he waited for it to take effect.

“Here, eat, drink. How many?” he repeated.

“At least a hundred. Thank you,” he whispered, taking the canteen and draining half of it in one go. “Fuck, I’m so hungry and thirsty.”

“A hundred rabbits?”

“Yeah. And some lizards, too.”

“How many wolves?”

“At least another hundred. You can help? Are there others? You’re a soldier?”

“Yes, a super soldier, and I’m going to help free everyone in that camp.”

“Everyone? Even the wolves?” he muttered. He seemed like he was drifting.

“Yeah, I’m gonna free them from being alive,” Hunter replied.

That seemed to anchor him back down to reality a bit, so did Hunter’s hands as he got to work cleaning the wound. He worked fast, getting it clean, sealing it up with some healing coagulant sealant, then putting a bandage into place.

“How? Are there others?” he repeated.

“Yes, but not like me. Okay, listen,” Hunter said, putting the medkit back. “I need to get a look at this place. I want you to stick close to me. Don’t worry, we’re not mounting the attack right now, and we won’t get close. I just need a look. There should be a hill that overlooks the camp, is that right?”

“Uh...yeah. Yes. There is. To the east.”

“Perfect. Stick close. What kind of work do they have you doing?”

“Logging, mostly. They’re cutting down a lot of trees. Well, making us cut down a lot of trees. Then we have to work the machines to refine the trees into logs. And they found a quarry recently, so they’ve been preparing work teams to work it.” He groaned. “They work us all day. Fifteen hours a day. Anyone who refuses anything just gets beat, and if they refuse again they get shot in the head. If anyone gets hurt, they don’t care, they just work us to death.”

“How long have you been there?” Hunter asked, fighting to keep control of his emotions.

“A few days. I’m from Nym, do you know it?” Hunter nodded. “I was heading out to camp with my family when it all went down. We were at some campgrounds with some other families and everything went crazy. We were kind of just hiding out, not sure what to do, and then one day we woke up and a bunch of wolves with guns were all around us. They shot some of us and then force-marched us to this camp here.”

There was the hill. Hunter walked the kid up to it and then stopped.

“Stay here, hide by these trees,” he said.

The kid suddenly grabbed his arm, his eyes bugging out. “You have to help us! My parents are in there, and my sister! And so many others!”

“I will,” Hunter replied, gently prying his hand off. “But I need to look first. What’s your name?”

“Peter.”

“Stay right here, Peter. I’ll be back down fast, and then I can take you to where the others are. There’s other rabbits and lizards in a safe place. Got it?”

“I...okay, yeah, okay,” he murmured, and dipped down out of sight amongst some bushes and trees.

Hunter hustled up the hill. He didn’t know why he hadn’t considered this possibility. Perhaps it was because the wolves were scattered and undisciplined so far, he didn’t think they could get something like this up and running so fast. Whatever the reason, it didn’t matter. He was going to free every last rabbit, lizard, and whatever other innocent was in there and get them to the Warren.

And kill every last wolf.

He crested the hill and pulled out his binoculars. His guts clenched as he studied the camp.

He saw a big logging mill building taking up most of the corner nearest to him. A quartet of low, long wooden structures took up another corner. What looked to be bunkhouses. Another corner was occupied by trucks and a motorpool. Big, heavy, hauling trucks. A paved road leading south, back the way he’d come, linked up with this section. The final corner was taken up by a small collection of buildings, what might be storage, maybe a kitchen and an infirmary, too.

All of this was surrounded by a high fence topped with circular barbed wire. There were two crudely constructed platforms meant to serve as watchtowers, with a group of rabbits working on a third one. As he watched, a big group of twenty of them were being marched in through the motorpool gate by an armed guard.

Hunter heard someone shout distantly and zeroed in on a wolf dragging a rabbit along the ground by his ankle towards one of the buildings. The rabbit was struggling and crying. He was dragged into one of the cluster of buildings in the northeast corner, the one closest to the fence, in the corner.

It took every single ounce of self control he had in him not to activate his strength and speed enhancement ability, rush down there, and start slaughtering every last wolf he saw. He almost did it, simply because part of him believed he could do it, but no. It was too risky, too many other innocents were at stake.

Gritting his teeth hard enough it hurt his jaw, he studied the camp a bit more, committing what he saw to memory, and then scrambled back down the hill.

“Come on, let’s go,” Hunter said.

Peter emerged from his hiding place. “What now?”

“We’re going to somewhere safe.” He started walking and Peter followed. “I saw a rabbit being dragged into a building in the corner. What happens in there?”

When Peter didn’t respond, Hunter looked back at him. His face had twisted into an anguished, tormented expression.

“They…” He tried to speak, but a choked sob came out. “I can’t,” he whispered harshly, trembling badly as he reached up and wiped urgently at his eyes. “I can’t say it. Just don’t go in there. Don’t go in there when you attack the camp.”

“Fine,” Hunter said. “Keep up, we gotta move fast.”


CHAPTER 10

He managed to get them back to the Warren in record time and without being followed.

Weak as he was, Peter found a burst of energy once it really set in that they were going to rescue his family. Hunter spent the whole way back formulating a plan. His rage was burning colder than when he’d found those rabbits in the tiger’s lair.

He came through the airlock like dark thunder and immediately everyone around could tell something was wrong.

“Calling a meeting! Everyone here, now! Go grab everyone!” he called, making sure his voice carried well.

The rabbits and lizards scrambled to assemble. Hunter tracked down some paper and pencil and sat at a table, instructing Peter to sit beside him. He hastily sketched a rough layout of the camp from memory.

“Where do the rabbits sleep?” he asked.

“Here, and here,” Peter replied, pointing to the two long structures closest to the fence. “The wolves sleep in the other two.”

A ripple of unease ran through those who had already gathered around him so far as they heard that.

“What’s here? What’s these buildings?” he asked, indicating the cluster.

Peter could only identify two of them for sure: a mess hall and an infirmary. He wouldn’t talk about the other one in the corner. Hunter knew not to prod further.

“How did you get out?” he asked.

“There’s some holes in the fence,” Peter replied. He pointed to three spots. Two in the northern most wall, one in the south, near the mill. “I got out through the one just behind the bunkhouse there. That’s how my ear got torn.”

“How dense is the forest back there?” Hunter asked, making marks as he considered it.

“Not very.”

He sighed. It was pretty unrealistic that they could all get out through holes. No. This was going to have to go a different way.

“Do you know of any other encampments nearby? Somewhere they could call reinforcements from?”

“Yeah, there was a bigger camp I heard them talking about to the north. They kept calling it ‘command’. I don’t know how far away it might be, though. Sorry.”

“That’s fine,” Hunter replied.

He grabbed another piece of paper and started hastily sketching the forest in that area. He looked up as he realized it had gotten quiet. Everyone was here. They had gathered in silence around him, their faces painted with worry and anxiety and fear.

“All right, this here is Peter. He just escaped from a forced labor camp where the wolves have rounded up about a hundred rabbits and lizards. They’re forcing them to work a logging mill they have there. I’ve studied the camp. I’m going to attack it at nightfall. I’m going to need some help. I’m going to need volunteers.”

“I’m in,” Riley said immediately.

“I’m going,” Alice said tightly, her expression grim.

“Me,” Niko said.

“I’m going,” Diane said firmly.

“Me,” Penny said.

“And me,” Felix said.

“Okay,” Hunter said when he noticed some others working up some courage, “that’s all we’ll need. This is going to be a quiet operation. We get in, we sneak them out.”

“I want to go,” Peter said quietly but firmly.

Hunter looked at him. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea and said as much.

“I have to go,” Peter replied, more firmly.

“You could get killed in there. You really might,” Hunter said, not unkindly.

“I don’t care. The whole reason I got out was because I needed to go find help. Some of the others caused a distraction and probably got beaten or killed because of that. I have to go back there and help free the others.”

Hunter considered telling him that he’d done his job, he’d found help, more help than he could really imagine, but could see it wouldn’t do any good.

“Can you shoot a gun?” he asked instead.

“Yes. I’ve been taught. I’ve been to a firing range. I know how to shoot a gun.”

“Can you take a life?”

“If it’s a wolf’s life,” Peter replied flatly. Then he looked uncertainly at Riley, who had come to stand close to Hunter.

“She hates them as much as you do,” Hunter said. “And she’ll be killing them alongside you. If you can’t handle that, you shouldn’t go on the mission.”

“I can handle it,” he replied.

“All right. I’m going to formulate the plan. Everyone who’s going, if you’ve got something to do, if you’ve got someone you need to speak with before you go...do it now. There’s a very real chance you might not come back from this.”

That seemed to shake them all to varying degrees. The group began breaking up, muttering anxiously amongst themselves. Hunter started working on his sketch more, but saw that Kiara had joined him. As had Chloe, and Riley and Peter were still lingering.

“What?” he asked, trying not to sound like an asshole and probably failing.

“I wanted to check the boy over,” Chloe said.

“I was just about to suggest that. Peter, go with her, have her patch your wounds. And maybe inject him with something, a stimulant, something to pump him up.”

She nodded, her expression reluctant, and she led Peter off towards the infirmary.

“I want to go,” Kiara said.

“No,” Hunter replied flatly. “I need you here.”

“Why?” she asked, getting a little angry. “These are my people, Hunter.”

“I know, Kiara. I’m not just doing this because I want to hide you away. I put a cut-off on the volunteers for a reason. This kind of mission requires a low number of people. I also need someone here prepping the Warren to receive four to five times the current amount of people living here. And they’re going to be wounded, starving, filthy, terrified, and traumatized. But if you’re dead set on going out there...I have another job that needs doing outside of the Warren.”

“Tell me.”

Hunter began telling her.

…

Hunter was alone again.

Darkness swallowed the forest. A frigid shadow that brought with it heavy winds that moaned and shrieked, rattling the near-death trees. It was like the land itself was with them. He could hardly have asked for better weather for a black op like this.

This time, they were using radios. Riley had made sure they were all tuned into a frequency the wolves almost certainly wouldn’t pick up on.

He knew that Penny and Felix were in position, providing their overwatch and ready to start blasting the moment something went wrong. He knew that Riley, who was with the others, was approaching the northern most fence. They would slip in through the hole Peter had escaped through, and she had her own task to take care of.

Not yet, though.

He thought his plan was decent, given what he was working with, but there were a lot ways for it to go wrong.

This, however, was always true of an op like this.

Hunter had studied the place from afar and saw that it was as Peter had said: once sundown hit, the rabbits were all hustled up and quarantined into their bunkhouses. He saw only one rabbit out of the bunkhouses, and they were in one of the smaller buildings. Not the bad one, at least. The one Peter couldn’t bring himself to talk about.

There were some wolves in there, though.

He couldn’t tell what they were doing just from their heat signatures alone.

He put it out of his mind as he crawled in through the hole in the fence. This one was from the south side and let him in near the logging mill. There were a few wolves in there and they were going to be the first ones to go.

Most of the wolves were gathered in their own bunkhouses, but he saw maybe half a hundred instead of a full hundred. Which meant that either Peter had a very poor estimate of how many had been in the camp, or half of them were off elsewhere. Both could be possible, he supposed, but it was just another variable that might go wrong to consider.

Hunter squeezed through the hole in the fence, ripping his camo a little to get through, and then crept up to the nearest window looking into the mill building. It was pretty dirty, but he could see through it. Two big saws dominated the middle of the cavernous structure. Workbenches, tables, chairs, and stacks of milled lumber sat along the periphery.

He saw three wolves sitting around a table, playing cards, while two more seemed to be working on the machinery. The room was cast in shadows, half the lights either off or broken. Perfect. Hunter crept along the periphery of the building’s exterior until he found a side entrance that had been left ajar. Trying his luck, he moved the brick that had been clearly shoved there to keep it in place and tested it for sound.

It squeaked, but evidently not enough to alert the wolves inside, who were talking and laughing loudly over something. More than one of them sounded drunk. Hunter slipped inside, finding the area beyond one of the shadowed spaces. He moved the brick back into place and studied the environment for a moment.

One of the wolves working on the central saws had his back to him, covered in grease and oil and complaining to himself.

He was first.

The rest were out of sight, on the opposite side of the machinery. Hunter crept up to him as silent as a void, slipped a hand over his mouth and shoved his knife into the base of his skull. He died in an instant, slumping without a twitch. Hunter shoved him into a shadowed niche in the milling machinery and then crept along the length of the equipment.

“Hey, Watson, you almost done over there? I want to turn this fucking thing on and see if my fixes work,” the other worker called.

Perfect.

Hunter waited. The worker sighed. “Watson? Fucking hell, you listening?!” After another few seconds, there came the sound of a seat being shoved back, wooden feet squealing as they scraped against the floor, then muttering as the second worker approached.

Even more perfect, he was walking towards Hunter, not away. Meaning he’d be in the perfect position to kill him, too, as he came around the front of the equipment instead of the back.

“Do you ever fucking listen?” the man griped.

Hunter jabbed his knife into the wolf’s eye and clapped a hand over his mouth the moment he stepped into view.

Two down.

Laying him down out of sight, Hunter moved back over to the door held in place by the brick and removed the brick, letting the door bang open in the window. He found a place to hide nearby and waited.

That was what stealth missions primarily consisted of: waiting. Waiting for the right moment, for someone to turn around, for a sound to cover your movement. Waiting and patience. It didn’t take long for one of the card-players to start complaining at the workers to fix the door. It took a couple minutes more before one of them came over and met his swift end on Hunter’s knife.

From there, it was easy enough to hurl a pair of throwing knives from the shadows and kill the last two as they bickered over bets.

Hunter hid their bodies and planted his bomb.

This definitely brought back odd flashes of cold memories, decayed but not erased by his transition to this not-so-strange new world. Once the job was done, he left back by the side exit, slipping the brick back into place, and then traversed along the shadowed space between the mill’s edge and the perimeter fence.

Reaching the corner of the building, he dropped into a crouch and studied the situation. They weren’t very good about lighting, or patrolling. Honestly, he was shocked by the lack of discipline. Was it something about this world? Or perhaps wolves in specific? Or perhaps just this group? Didn’t matter, he supposed, just something to take advantage of.

Hunter looked around. No one by the motorpool. There were just two guards in the watchtowers, one apiece, and both were seated. It was hard to tell from a glowing outline, but one looked like he’d fallen asleep.

Hunter touched his earpiece. “Riley, go.”

“Gone,” she whispered.

She would sneak to the trucks and start getting them as prepped as she could so they could get the fuck out of there quickly.

Hunter ghosted along the perimeter fence, sticking to the shadows as much as possible, and came to the cluster of buildings. He had to do this fast. Even in a place as slack as this, it could all go to hell in a handbasket pretty fast.

They wanted this as quiet as possible for as long as possible.

Hunter moved like a force of death through the scattering of structures. He found an infirmary that could barely be called that and killed a single wolf that was dozing at his desk with a knife through the back of the skull. In a particularly messy mess hall, he killed two more who were prepping for breakfast tomorrow and one who was eating leftovers.

He died with his face in a plate of spaghetti.

The next building held the wolf and the rabbit he’d seen earlier. The rabbit was on the floor now and the wolf was leaned against a wall. Hunter slipped in through the front entrance and found himself in a locker room connected to a shower area. They were in the shower area. Hunter moved through it, focusing on the soon-to-be-dead wolf.

He was talking.

“This is the only thing you’re good for,” he was saying, his voice low and angry and dripping with sadism. “Say it!” he snarled after a pause.

A woman repeated the words, stuttering. She sniffed.

Hunter appeared in the doorway, saw the scene he’d probably encountered a hundred times before now. The wolf, tall and rangy, wearing just boots and a pair of camouflage cargo pants, a bottle of some kind of booze in hand. The rabbit, maybe college age at most, cowering on the ground, wearing nothing more than a pair of panties, dirty and trembling.

“I couldn’t hear you,” he said after taking another drink. He was too preoccupied to notice Hunter slip along the edge of the room. “Louder!” he snapped, hurling the bottle at the wall over her head when she took too long.

She began repeating the line again, but she wasn’t too preoccupied to notice Hunter. Her eyes flicked to him, then back to the wolf, who pushed himself up off the wall and began approaching her.

“Please…” she whispered.

“Shut up!” he snarled.

Hunter slipped up behind him as he stalked up to the rabbit. He put a hand over his mouth at the same time that he drove the blade into his side. He went rigid with the shock of pain, screaming silently against Hunter’s palm.

“This is all you’re good for,” Hunter growled.

He twisted the knife. The man screamed again and began to struggle.

Hunter ripped the blade out and then jabbed it up under his chin, breaking through his flesh, his tongue, the roof his mouth, and into his brain. Hunter held him there as he trembled and shook, death coming for him much more swiftly than he deserved.

When he went slack, Hunter tossed him aside and looked down at the rabbit girl, who was staring up at him in a shocked wonder.

“I’m here to save you and the others,” he said, his voice low. “Do you understand?”

She looked down at the body, then back up at him. She nodded slowly. He saw that her clothes had been tossed beside her.

“Get dressed. You’re going to hide here and wait for me.”

She nodded and started pulling her clothes on, still in a daze. Hunter touched his earpiece again.

“Diane, get started.”

“On it,” she whispered.

“Riley?” he asked.

“I’m at the motorpool. Still looks clear. I’ve been trying to find the-oh shit, just found them. Keys. All the keys. I’m getting to the next part now.”

“Check. Let me know when you’re finished.”

“Understood.”

She would be putting all the keys in the ignitions of the trucks parked in or around the motorpool, then unlock the garage door and the gate if they were locked, so they could get them open as fast as possible.

“Penny, Felix, update.”

“We’re both zeroed,” Penny replied. “One of them’s asleep, the other looks like he’s headed that way.”

“All right, we’re getting close to your time to act. Remember what I said about waiting for the right moment.”

“Got it. We can do this,” Penny murmured. He wasn’t sure if she was saying that for his benefit or for her own.

Hunter looked back to the rabbit girl. She had her clothes back on, except for her shoes. He couldn’t see any around. Well, it’d have to do.

“Come on,” he said, guiding her back out of the shower area. He got her to locker room and opened the door to what turned out to be a small room with a toilet and a urinal. It was safe enough. “Wait right here. Do not move, do not make sound, do not open the door. I will return in just a few minutes. Me and my people are going to get you out of here. Do you understand?”

She looked shaken and dazed still, but she nodded slowly and got into the room. Hunter closed the door.

It was time to wrap this up.

He wanted to see what was in the corner building.


CHAPTER 11

Two of the last three buildings were clear. One was storage, the other was a trailer that had been converted into an office. Hunter grabbed whatever documents scattered across the desk he could find. Then he went to the corner building.

From the outside, it didn’t seem all that special. Little more than corrugated metal siding stuck together. It was about the size of a typical home garage. The wolves that had been in there had gone since then, returned to the bunkhouses.

No windows. Something about that bugged him.

Then he broke the perimeter and found himself tossed into a storm of bloody scent. He almost gagged and felt fear touch his spine with that awful icy caress. He made himself walk up to the front entrance, which was closed but not locked.

His hand remained on the doorknob for a long moment.

The reek of blood and decaying meat was overwhelming.

Hunter opened the door.

He stood there staring with his nightvision turned on for what seemed like a long time.

“Hunter,” Riley whispered. “I’ve got the keys in the ignitions, and the gate is unlocked. We’re ready.”

“We’ve gotten into the bunkhouses and we’ve explained the plan to them,” Diane said immediately after. “They’re ready.”

“...Hunter?” Riley asked when he didn’t say anything. “Did something go wrong? Hunter?”

“I’m here,” he said flatly, still staring.

“What’s going on?” Diane whispered.

“Nothing,” he replied. “Start getting them ready. Wait for my signal.”

Hunter stared into an abattoir. A slaughterhouse. A feeding ground.

And the more he stared, the more he realized that’s what it was literally was: a feeding ground.

There had to be two dozen rabbits inside. The interior had been cleared out of anything, leaving just a vacant room. The floorboards were drenched in blood, smeared with bootprints and bare footprints. The bodies were gathered around the sides and in the corners.

Dead, broken corpses.

Chunks of meat ripped out of their arms, their legs, their torsos, their necks.

Ripped out with teeth.

The only real question that came to mind, like a bloated corpse surfacing sluggishly from deep, black sludge, was: did they eat them alive or not?

Hunter slowly closed the door and put a lid on his anger. No, anger wasn’t strong enough. Rage? Fury?

This felt like something that encroached dangerously into the territory of madness.

He turned and hurried back to the shower house. He climbed up onto its roof and took a quick look around. Yes, it was time. All the wolves present in the camp were either in the watchtowers or in their bunkhouses. Most appeared to be sleeping now.

He dropped back down and slipped inside, opened the door the rabbit girl hid behind. She gasped when he did.

“It’s time to go. Stay with me. Say nothing, make no noise. Understand?”

She nodded and whispered, “Yes.”

He led her outside, then back to the logging mill, through the narrow dark alley of space between it and the fence.

“Coming up on you,” he whispered as he approached the motorpool.

“Ready,” Riley replied.

“Listen,” Hunter said, pausing just outside of it, crouching in the deep shadows. He held the girl’s eyes with his own. “There’s a wolf in here, but she’s on our side. She will not hurt you. She will help you. Do you understand that? She’s a friend.”

The young woman looked anxious, but she swallowed and nodded. She seemed a bit more present now. Hunter nodded and opened the door. He got her inside, found Riley standing among four big hauling trucks.

“Penny, Felix, take your shots,” he said once he’d helped the rabbit girl up into the back of one of the trucks and had her stay down.

“Hold,” Penny replied. A long pause went by. The winds were shrieking more now. As one of them kicked up particularly loudly, he could just barely hit the double crack of two sniper rifles firing at almost the same time. “They’re dead.”

“Good.” Hunter had moved to the back entrance and opened it up. “Focus on the bunkhouses now. Don’t fire unless I say so. Tell me if you notice anyone coming out.”

“Understood,” Felix replied quietly.

“Diane, start bringing them in groups of ten. Now. Low and fast.”

“Here we come.”

The door to one of the bunkhouses opened up and Alice appeared. She looked around, her face set and grim, then she began ghosting across the big open space between the two ends of the work camp. Ten rabbits came out after her in a line. They moved with a surprising precision, silent as a mouse. Or, well, a rabbit.

Probably another benefit of instinct.

The winds were shrieking and moaning now, covering for them.

Hunter stood at the entrance and pointed them towards the trucks as they came in. They all looked the same, like Peter had: tired, thin, worn down, filthy, haunted.

Peter came next with another group, and Hunter prayed that his family was with him. That they hadn’t been hauled off to the feeding ground.

Once Peter was through and Alice went back, Niko came.

“Riley, get the garage doors opened,” Hunter said.

Niko dropped his group off, then Alice came through again with another. They had gotten one of the bunkhouses emptied out and so far, so good. Hunter was keeping a sharp eye on the other two. It was a little hard to parse if someone was walking towards an exit or not with how many heat signatures were in there.

They had gotten the second bunkhouse mostly cleared and he’d just given Riley the order to get the main gate open when he saw what looked like a wolf making for the exit.

“Diane, hold,” he snarled and took off running.

He just barely managed to get up against the wall beside the door before it opened. A wolf stepped out. He had a cigarette in one hand, lighter in the other. He lit up, coming to stand a little bit in front of the bunkhouse, the door banging shut behind him.

Hunter attacked.

Hand over the mouth, only this time he plunged the blade into the wolf’s chest, ripped it out, and began plunging it in again and gain. Harder. Faster.

He felt the tip breaking through the wolf’s back a few times and stab into his own bulletproof vest. He stabbed until the wolf stopped struggling, and then he stabbed some more, and then he bit back the unnameable insanity-tinged fury and shoved the corpse in a hollow of space beneath the bunkhouse. Looking back through the wall with his heat-vision, he saw no one else was coming.

“Okay, go,” he whispered. “Now. Fast.”

This time he hung near the bunkhouse, watching the rabbits come out and scurry across the land, disappearing into the motorpool one by one until at last Diane led the final group across. Hunter waited until they had vanished, then confirmed there were no more rabbits left anywhere in the camp but inside the motorpool.

“Okay, we’re good! Come on!” Riley said over the radio.

“There’s a change in plan,” Hunter replied as he checked over his rifle.

“What change!?” she demanded.

“I’m going to stay here and make sure that every last wolf is killed, and that this camp is burned to the foundation. Don’t argue with me. Go now,” he replied, his voice flat. “You too, Penny and Felix. Get going. That’s an order.”

There was a long pause as Hunter set up some more explosives at the entrances to both bunkhouses, then ghosted around back, to the rear entrance.

“...don’t do anything stupid,” Riley replied finally.

He heard a few engines start up. He heard some commotion inside the bunkhouses. Saw the heat signature silhouette of a few wolves stir and start to stand up, making for the front entrance. Machine gun in one hand, detonator in the other, Hunter prepared himself.

“Let’s do this,” he whispered.

…

Hunter felt the ground tremble beneath his boots as he watched a brilliant plume of orange-red flame mushroom into the sky.

It had finally begun to rain, which was good, because he was more covered in blood than he could remember since coming to this place. He looked down at his hands. He knew some of it was his, he hadn’t used his special ability.

He hadn’t really needed to.

The black-red fury was enough of a fuel source for him in those bone-cracking, skin-ripping, teeth-shattering moments.

He didn’t fully remember everything that had gone on after the others had left. He did remember setting the rest of his explosives after, using some more that he found among the dead to reduce that place to a crater.

If they’d asked him why, he’d explain that it was a denial of use tactic. The enemy couldn’t use it anymore for sure now. But in his heart, he knew that the atrocity committed there not just called for but demanded such a fiery baptism.

His soul hurt.

He turned away from the fading flames. As he did, the ground quaked again, more intensely, but deeper. He frowned, looking around, unsure of the source. In the east, he thought he might have been able to see a lightening in the sky, but the clouds were too dense. Something else getting wiped off the face of Terras.

Hunter started jogging south, and it didn’t occur to him to look with his heat-vision until a few minutes later, and even then he saw nothing.

Hmm, east. Did it have anything to do with Brooke?

God, he hoped not.

Hunter jogged on, feeling a weariness coming onto him like a suffocating shroud. He wanted to be home, in the Warren, with all his people. Safe. He wanted to be somewhere dark and warm where he could just shut off his brain.

He hit his radio as he kept going through the dark forest. “Riley, how we doing?”

“Hunter?! Thank fucking-was that you?!” she asked.

“The first explosion, yeah. The second one, no idea,” he replied. “How are we doing?”

“We’re fine. We’re at the Evergreen camp,” she answered. “No one’s followed us and we got everyone out. There’s some wounded, but no one’s dying as far as we can tell. We’re prepping to begin moving them to the Warren...wait, what?”

He heard someone talking in the background.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

“Hold one.” He waited as she went off the air. A moment later, she came back, excited. “Hunter! Some of the rabbits here are from Evergreen! They worked on the Warren!”

He felt a spark reignited in the dark, cavernous depths his soul had been beaten into.

“Okay, get everyone prepped to move. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

…

Hunter sat down heavily in the control room and popped his neck loudly.

It had taken some time, but they’d finally managed to get everyone back to the Warren. They’d ditched the trucks in four different directions, none of them aiming towards the Warren, a little away from the Evergreen camp, then took whatever pains they could to cover their tracks as they led some ninety four rabbits and lizards through the dark, rainy night.

Everyone already at the Warren had stepped up in their absence. They’d been prepping beds and meals and medicine, everything they could think of for the incoming refugees. Chloe, Petra, and Rain had organized everyone.

“So, you’re sure you can turn on the big reactors? Oxygen plant? Water filtration?” he asked.

Lacy, one of the handful of Evergreen employees they’d liberated from the work camp, nodded as she settled into place at the main console. “Yes. I’ve got all the codes. I can get into everything. I was the lead tech.”

“Did you design this place?” Kiara asked, casting an anxious look at Hunter.

She knew something was bothering him.

“No, that was the architect. His name, ironically, was Warren. He died of a heart attack last year, right after finishing the design.”

“Oh. That’s sad.”

“Yeah, but he was on his way out already. He’d had four surgeries and he was ninety seven. Genius architect, genius designer, and it was pretty obvious he held on entirely because he wanted to finish this. I was the last person he spoke to. I was visiting him in the care home he’d settled into. He always had great stories to tell. Went all over the world. He brought up dying a lot and I asked how he wasn’t scared. He said the fear had sort of just bled out of him over the decades. When he thought about dying and expected to be afraid, it just stopped coming after he finished the Warren. Said he didn’t mind, he was tired anyway, and he’d done his duty.”

“I’ll say he more than certainly did,” Hunter muttered.

Lacy paused in her typing and looked at him. “So, uh, what’s your deal again? Because I’ve never seen anyone who looks like you. Ever. Are you an alien?”

He laughed. “Could be for all I know,” he semi-lied. “I’m a super soldier. Lost my memories getting some genetic enhancements. Now I fight for rabbits, lizards, and all other innocents.”

“Huh. Lucky for us. I saw that explosion all the way from the Evergreen camp.” She turned back to the computer. “Okay, lemme just...oh.”

“I don’t like that sound,” Hunter muttered.

“Yeah, you aren’t supposed to. I’ve gotten access to the core utilities programs and, uh, they aren’t turned off, they’re broken. They’re all registering lots of damage.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he groaned.

“Can you fix them?” Kiara asked.

“Um...probably. Well, yeah, I can, with some help. Problem is parts. Some of the parts are kinda rare and hard to make. The good news, if you wanna call it that, is that we had a big fat warehouse up in Nym that stored a ton of redundant parts for the Warren.”

Hunter let out a sigh of relief. “Good for us, then. We were planning on heading back there anyway.”

“I can come with you, I know the way there.” She turned back around. “Now, can you tell me again about these...robot people?”

“I can show you one tomorrow if you want, if it’s still in the ravine we threw it down.”

“I would love to see it.”

“Good, because if you’re as much of a tech whiz as you say, I’m going to want you to study it with Riley. Now, next important question: can you unlock the security cameras on the lower levels? Because I would really like a look down there before we have to set foot below.”

“Yeah,” she spun back around, “I can do that.” She typed for a moment, then let out a frustrated growl. “This Warren is making a liar out of me...something’s severed the connection to the security network belowdecks.”

“Great.” Hunter stood up. “Well, I’m going to bed. I need to recharge. You gonna be ready to head out for a little expedition tomorrow morning?”

“Yeah, I can manage that, I think,” she replied.

“Perfect.”

Hunter headed out of the control room. He found Kiara and Riley trailing after him.

“Can we talk? Something happened at the camp and it’s bothering you,” Kiara said.

“Yeah, I was going to say the same thing,” Riley added, a little uncomfortably.

Hunter didn’t say anything until he got back to their shared living quarters. He walked in and started taking his gear off.

“I’ll talk with you about it, both of you,” he said, “but I...need some time. I need to just relax and sleep. And shower. It’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

Kiara looked at him for a moment, then nodded, a look of loving kindness coming onto her face. She walked up to him and began to help him undress. After a moment of hesitation, Riley joined her. Kiara gave her an accepting smile and the two women began working to take his clothes off.

“Let us take care of you for now,” Kiara said.

Hunter nodded silently.

It was horrible out there, and it wasn’t quite looking so good in here, either. Brooke was out there, possibly hurt or worse, but hopefully coming home. Innocents were suffering. And there was so much more work to do.

But for right now…

He had this.

Kiara and Riley. And Chloe and Rain when they came to bed.

And that was enough.


MEANWHILE

PART 03


Riley couldn’t sleep.

After Hunter had suddenly needed to check out that place on the map he’d been stressing over, Kiara had left and she found himself laying in near darkness in a bed with two sleeping rabbits. She’d tried to talk with Nicole just a moment ago, but the girl had joined Rain in sleeping.

Part of her wanted to remain, to keep trying for sleep. She felt good and relaxed in a way she hadn’t for a very long time, and a tension had been released and it had been amazing, and yet…

She knew herself. She knew she would simply lay here and maybe if she had a few hours, she would eventually sleep, but Hunter would be back in less time than that and all her instincts told her he would want her for something.

So she could lay here in the dim light and fail to sleep, or get up and do something.

And she always wanted to get up and do something.

With a soft sigh, Riley quietly extracted herself from the bed. She felt in a strange headspace as she slipped into the bathroom and started cleaning up the mess Hunter had made in her. In a way, this was everything she had ever wanted.

She was among rabbits, she was generally being accepted by them, even under this horrid circumstances, to the point where she had been laying in a bed with two of them after they’d all shared a mate.

She had a mate.

And he was amazing in ways she honestly believed were unachievable for her.

That’s what was bugging her, though. What wouldn’t let her sleep. It was always something, and this time the something was her new mate.

It seemed more or less settled now that they were together, and while Riley had always been open to the idea of sharing her mate with other women, she hadn’t ever truly thought those other women would be rabbits.

Once it had become obvious to her that she did not fit in with her people, Riley had begun hoping for rabbit friends and mate-partners. But it felt impossibly distant. And yet, here she was.

Or was she?

Riley finished cleaning up and pulled her clothing back on, then left the sleeping quarters. She came out into the main hall where a handful of rabbits were around, on their way to or from somewhere. They each looked at her, each with different reactions. One looked away, one smiled tentatively, one stared with mild hostility for a moment before looking away.

Lingering uncertainly, she looked left, then right. What was she even doing? Looking for Kiara, she supposed. Where would she be? Maybe in the control room. Riley began to head for it, but then hesitated again.

What if she wasn’t there? It would look suspicious if Riley came in, looked around, and then just left. Or would it? How much did they trust her now?

Ultimately, her anxiety made her face the less threatening (but more miserable) choice of going to where all the others gathered. She had difficulty with crowds sometimes, but even more here in the Warren.

She heard the low hum of conversation as she drifted closer to the lobby. It was where the rabbits and lizards spent most of their time if they were not sleeping. They ate here, they relaxed here, they conversed here. She understood the desire for congregation and still felt it herself. Though clearly not as strongly as most of them.

Riley stepped into the lobby and tried to be unobtrusive as she stepped to the side of the door instead of deeper in and surveyed the area. There was Kiara. She sat alone at a table that seemed to have been set aside for her specifically, although whether this was by design or not she hadn’t been able to determine.

She wasn’t even sure if Kiara knew it either, if she just naturally gravitated towards that table but everyone else recognized it as ‘her’ table.

Riley walked over, cautiously, and came to stand nearby.

Kiara looked up from her tablet and offered a smile.

“May I sit?” Riley asked, a little more stiffly than she meant to.

“Yes,” Kiara replied warmly.

Riley sat. Her relationship with Hunter’s mates so far felt strange and almost dislocated. Rain was warm and bubbly, accepting almost immediately, even though Riley had been able to sense some tension being hidden in there. She had gathered that bad things had happened to them all, but Rain had taken it very hard.

In a way, she was scared that at some point Rain was going to suddenly blow up at her, confess to hating her, that she was just being nice for Hunter’s sake. But after what had gone down in the bedroom just now, she no longer felt that. Or at least not as strongly. Rain did seem genuine in her kindness. Perhaps she was struggling with hating wolves in general but liking Riley in particular.

That had to be rough.

With Chloe…

She wasn’t completely sure where she stood with Chloe. On the one hand, Chloe seemed to accept her. On the other, they rarely spoke. The rabbit doctor was something of a lockbox and she couldn’t tell much of anything about their relationship.

With Kiara, it was almost the same way, except there was something about Kiara that seemed to connect the two women. Some hidden wavelength they both unknowingly put it out and picked up on. Kiara was frequently busy and not in a talking mood, but when she was, the conversations came easily. By now, she’d say they were friends.

With Brooke, though…

“How are you feeling after all that?” Kiara asked when Riley didn’t say anything.

“Better,” Riley replied, laughing a little awkwardly and blushing. “It was definitely as good as you said it was going to be.”

“I’m really glad.”

“Yeah…” A moment went by. “I guess I wanted to talk about...joining. The relationship. I mean, according to Hunter, I’m in. We’re together.”

“Yes,” Kiara agreed.

“I know we’ve talked about it before, but...it still feels kind of...is this a good idea?” she asked, leaning forward and hugging herself suddenly. “I mean I know I’m really happy, but it’s obvious that you all are really good together and I’m scared of fucking that up. I already don’t fit here and I just...don’t have anywhere else to go. There is no plan B. And I know it’s a selfish fear, but that isn’t all of it, I am also actually worried about screwing up what you guys have…”

“Riley,” Kiara said. “Just...take a moment. You’re letting your fears run away with your thoughts. We’re not going to kick you out over hurt feelings. And I can say safely that I’m comfortable with everything that’s happened so far with you and Hunter. I know Rain is. I know Chloe is, even if she has trouble showing it...you’re worried about Brooke.”

“Yeah.”

“I know. Brooke...is a difficult woman. She has been through a lot. She doesn’t hate you. But you...hold the shape of her hatred. She’s been struggling her whole life, from what she tells me. She has issues with anger, with trust. And they increased in intensity when the war broke out. I know that Hunter has spoken with her about this, and I know she gave him her support in this decision. I also know that she will continue to struggle with it. But you aren’t going to drive her away from him, or him from her. They’re too alike and too in love. And the same is true for all of us.”

“...are you sure though?” Riley pressed, hating how her voice sounded.

She sounded anxious. Whiny. Needy. So uncertain. Everything she hated being. Everything she had fought so hard to stop being, or at least stop showing. Her heart bled for Brooke because the more she learned about the muscular woman, the more it seemed like they were the same.

They both had struggled to fit in, both had struggled to be accepted by the others’ people, both tried to hide their heart.

Only it wasn’t Riley’s people getting slaughtered out there by the thousands.

It wasn’t Riley’s people being destroyed for the sole crime of being who they were.

Riley hadn’t even thought of taking part in the killing. She had never entertained the notion, never even been tempted to do so. She couldn’t even be coerced into doing it. She knew she would accept a bullet to the head rather than bare her teeth and rip into a rabbit’s throat.

But that didn’t change the fact that she was a wolf.

And nothing would ever change that fact.

It wasn’t her fault that she was a wolf and it wasn’t her fault that her people had done this, but that didn’t really help.

Her or Brooke.

“I’m sure, Riley,” Kiara said. “Listen, you’re being too hard on yourself. You aren’t a bad person. You’re actually a very good person. And you deserve to be here. You deserve to be happy. Hunter likes you. A lot. There’s something about you that calls to him in some way none of us do...and I think that also bothers Brooke.”

Riley groaned.

“Sorry,” Kiara said uncomfortably. “I just...wanted you to be aware. It isn’t your fault. It’s no one’s fault. It just is.”

Riley hugged herself a little tighter.

“Riley,” Kiara said a little more gently. She looked up. “You’re doing very well. And I don’t…” She winced slightly. “I don’t want to speak ill to your species, but we don’t abandon people like you’ve told us your people do. I know it’s been rough, but you are welcome here, and you’re welcome in our relationship. Hunter wouldn’t agree if he wasn’t sure that we were comfortable with it. And I know there’s going to be friction sometimes, especially between you and Brooke, but that’s okay. It happens. No relationship is perfect all the time...all right?”

Riley slowly released herself. She sat up straighter and nodded. “Yeah. You’re right. I guess there’s just this part of me that’s scared it’s never going to go away, the sense that I don’t fit in. And honestly, it’s not very strong right now. Everyone’s been nice to me...but it’s still there.”

“I think it will go away. In fact, I’m sure it will.”

“Why are you so sure?”

Now Kiara looked a little bashful. “Something that united us, me and Rain and Brooke and Chloe, was that we all felt the same way. We all felt like we didn’t quite belong. I don’t want to compare hurts, but we had that feeling. Like we were out of step with everyone else. Maybe that’s why we survived when so many others didn’t?

“It feels odd that it should be simply chance four of us found each other at random. But it has gone away, for me at least. And for Rain. I think it has for Chloe. Brooke is still struggling, like you, but she’s more comfortable and confident than ever. You need to give it time, and you need to...I suppose, you need to trust in us. In those around you. Trust in us and trust in the future.” She paused, frowned. “Well, inasmuch as you can these days, I suppose.”

Riley laughed a little bitterly. “Yeah, all it took was the end of the world to find my mate and my people.”

“That’s the spirit.”

Riley laughed again, then slowly frowned. There was something else bugging her. “So...do you all really have no idea where Hunter’s from?”

Kiara shifted uncomfortably. Hmm. “We don’t. He lost his memories.”

“Not all of them, apparently. I just...there was something he said. Something that’s been stuck in my mind.”

Kiara looked more uncomfortable now. “What did he say?”

“When we were out there, and we found the doctors, Kenneth was giving Hunter some shit and Hunter pretty much told him to cut the crap and step up. But he said...what was it? He said, ‘This is the end of your world’. Not our world or the world. But specifically your. And, I don’t know, that just struck me as odd.”

Kiara paused for longer than seemed reasonable. “I’m not sure why he said that,” she settled on saying, and Riley was certain it was a lie.

Hmm. Very interesting.

What did it mean, though? She must know more, but did that mean she did and she was keeping it from Hunter? Or did they know and they were keeping it from her?

It had to be that second one, she decided after a few seconds, there was no way she could actually keep anything from that man. She was too obsessed with him, too devoted. Too in love. She just couldn’t see it happening.

But where could he be from that they would not want to tell her?

She supposed Hunter would tell her, eventually. If she really was in the pack. That inability to keep things from him was a two way street…

Or was it?

She thought of what she knew of Hunter so far. He looked like a man who could keep a secret if he really wanted to.

“That sucks,” Riley ended up saying, “that he lost his memories.”

Kiara seemed to relax.

Riley began thinking about ways to get that information somehow, but suddenly the airlock sounded. She turned and sat up straighter, her ears perking up.

The airlock opened and Hunter appeared with a scrawny rabbit she’d never seen before. Immediately she could tell something was wrong.

“Calling a meeting! Everyone here, now! Go grab everyone!”


DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE

EPISODE 06


CHAPTER 1

Brooke still wasn’t back.

Hunter was getting agitated as he marched into the armory and started refilling his ammunition and checking over his weapons.

He’d spent the rest of the night isolated in his quarters with Kiara and Riley, and then Rain and Chloe and Nicole when they had come to see him later. At some point in the night, he’d awoken to Diane crawling into bed among the pile and gently coaxing him into a sleepy session of fun. She and Nicole and Rain and Chloe were all gone when he woke up the next morning. Riley was still asleep next to him and Kiara was getting ready in the bathroom.

And Brooke still wasn’t back.

He was sure she would be back by now, but he knew he should’ve counted on things going wrong. As he worked, he debated with himself about what to do. After destroying the work camp, he was more reluctant than ever to use the radio.

The wolves had to know something was up by now, and they’d be hunting.

Technically, he was prepping to take Riley and Lucy and Kiara to the site where he’d buried that strange tech Riley had pulled off the Trinket. But what he was really wanting to do was to go after Brooke. It wasn’t the right move, he knew it wasn’t. It would make more sense to just try the radio if he was really that desperate, but he couldn’t get his anxieties over her out of his head.

And then there was that second explosion last night, the distant one, the powerful one.

It had come from the east, where she had gone.

Hunter slapped a fresh magazine into his big tiger rifle and came to a decision. He’d do this mission with Riley and the others, give them an hour to do their research, and if Brooke wasn’t back by the time they returned to the Warren, he’d go on his own.

He knew the route she was going to take. He could move fast on his own.

He stepped out as Riley and Lucy were coming in.

“You gonna be ready to go?” he asked, a little more tersely than he meant to.

“We’ll be ready, five minutes,” Riley replied, and Lucy just nodded.

“Where’s Kiara?”

“Answering some questions from the others.”

“All right. Get to it.”

He headed off, regretting his rigidness. It was becoming obvious to him that most people were almost eager to misconstrue his blunt demeanor as anger, and he was having to remind himself often that these people were not military. Not one of them were, as far as he could tell. Most of them were just straight up civilians, and they had a different way of interacting.

A softer way that he was mostly unfamiliar with.

But it wasn’t on them to change, it was on him.

It also occurred to him that he hadn’t spent much quality time with his women in too long. In the infrequent moments of downtime they actually got, all they did was rut and rest. That worked for him, but he knew they needed more.

More than that, they deserved more.

But what was there to do? He was still the only real soldier among them, and there was always another problem. Always another thing to deal with. Where could they slow down? Where could he offload this responsibility? To whom?

He thought maybe they’d be able to buy themselves some breathing room now that they’d destroyed that work camp, but now something was tearing up the goddamned Warren down below.

Something…

He knew what it was, what it had to be.

More of those damned Clockwork Trinkets, probably down there ripping spare parts for themselves out of the walls. They had to be getting in through some side entrance down there in the caves and the tunnels, the darkness below.

He turned away from that thought with increasing difficulty. The longer time went on, the more anxious he was getting about that particular reality. They still hadn’t heard a damned peep, and he was fairly sure now that they had the only ways down covered after a more extensive look at the map now that they had access.

But the problem with mystery bad guys was that you didn’t know what they were capable of.

Hunter stalked through the Warren until he almost bumped into Kiara coming out of the main lobby.

“Are you going to the armory?” he asked.

“Uh, yes...you’re upset,” she replied awkwardly.

“I’m impatient. Brooke still isn’t back. I want to get this show on the road and you don’t need to come on this trip.” He made himself stop. “Fuck, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be a jerk. I’m just really impatient right now. I’m scared. For Brooke, and the others.”

“I understand. You haven’t told me what’s bothering you yet.”

“...I’ll tell you on the way out.”

She pursed her lips, then nodded. “Okay, I’ll go get ready.”

“Hurry up. Please.”

“I will. I love you.”

“I love you too, Kiara.”

Great, this was all he needed, snapping at his mates. They didn’t deserve this. He had to get his shit together. As he stalked over to the airlock, people moving hastily to get out of his way because there were suddenly so many more people, he began wondering if perhaps this was the true reason he had the overall sense that he’d lived a life alone.

Maybe the military lifestyle was just a convenient excuse. A valid one, sure, but convenient nonetheless.

Which meant that he was going to have to figure this shit out on his own, develop new tools.

Only...did he? Did he have to figure it out on his own?

Wasn’t the whole point of a relationship that you worked together? Shared the burdens? Discovered solutions as a unit?

He’d have to do the lion’s share of the work himself, he knew that, but he couldn’t just wall himself off and work on it internally until he’d fixed the problem. He didn’t remember a lot of media, but he did remember themes.

Interesting that.

One of the most common themes relating to this was guys not knowing how to talk about the fact that they wanted to eat a bullet for breakfast or that they simply didn’t understand how not to flip their shit over things, and so they just pretended everything was all right. But women often could tell it wasn’t, so they’d ask again and again, get the same answer, come to their own conclusion.

Inevitably, it always seemed to destroy the relationship.

He refused to let that happen. They needed each other too much, and now that he had them in his life, he wasn’t sure he could go on without them.

And that was a scarier thought than facing down a dozen Trinkets.

As he stood by the airlock, waiting for Kiara and Riley and Lucy, Hunter made a promise to himself. To commit to being better, to handling his emotions better. To make time for them all.

Although, dear lord, was he going to have to start saying no to other women joining the relationship.

Six was enough. More than enough.

God, did Diane want in? Probably.

It wasn’t that he disliked her, it was that he literally didn’t have the time.

But whatever, if he could handle Trinkets, he could handle this.

He was already at an advantage, needing less sleep than them all. Plus, it was becoming clear that his body was staying in shape largely on its own, so he didn’t need to pour two dozen hours a week into pumping iron and running cardio. Same with training, his body seemed to remain as finely honed a tool as it was when he woke up, weeks ago.

If anything, it was getting better.

Okay, he could do this.

He looked over as he caught a whisper of a scent of wolf. There they were, the three women now wrapped up in jackets and jeans (with the exception of Riley, who wore some forest camo, was that a good idea?) and packing backpacks and guns.

Lucy and Kiara carried pistols, while Riley packed a submachine gun and a pair of pistols on her beautiful hips.

“We’re ready,” Kiara said.

“Let’s do this,” Hunter replied, and began cycling them through.

…

It was colder out.

That was the most immediate thing he noticed as they headed back out into the early morning sunshine. The forest was completely dead now, it seemed. The last of the greenery choked out by the ever-encroaching shroud of winter.

The skies were ugly and gray.

It was going to snow, likely today. Shit.

He took a moment to scout around, make sure nothing and no one had come knocking on their door, and was both relieved and disappointed to find nothing.

“She’ll be back soon,” Kiara said when he began leading them off to the southwest.

“I hope so,” he replied.

“She’s the hardest one of us besides you,” Riley agreed.

“Yeah, but...the wolves can be harder, and the tigers. To say nothing of the goddamned Trinkets.”

They had nothing to say to that. He suppressed a sigh. Should’ve just taken the damn encouragement, because that’s all they had right now.

“If she isn’t back by the time we get back, I’m going after her,” he said.

That none of them argued showed him how worried they were.

For a time, they walked through the chill air. It was probably around forty degrees now, and he wouldn’t be surprised to find it dropping as the day wore on. As they walked away from the Warren, him in the lead, Kiara came up to walk alongside him.

She didn’t say anything, but he already knew what she wanted.

Hunter decided that he was just going to stick with the truth going forward.

“I’m reluctant to tell you because I’m worried you’ll find it traumatizing,” he said.

Kiara digested that information for a moment. “I appreciate that, but honestly, I think avoiding further trauma is more or less impossible by now. And trauma is better handled when shared, and I want to help you.”

“And I want that help,” he murmured. He paused for another long moment, let out a soft sigh. “All right. I found something while I was there. Don’t ever mention this to the others from the camp.” He paused. “Honestly, just don’t mention it to anyone.”

“I won’t.”

“There was a building at the far end of the camp. Peter told me about it, said they dragged rabbits off there sometimes. I asked what they did in there and he couldn’t tell me, just started crying. I had to see. So I looked. And...it was a feeding ground. There were some twenty corpses in there, all chewed up.”

He glanced over at her when she didn’t respond. She’d gone pale, but otherwise, her reaction was softer than he had expected.

“We did see similar things in Nym,” she whispered finally. “And it’s been known to happen, in the darker corners of the world...I’m sorry you had to see that.”

She was hesitating, holding something back. He thought he knew.

“You want to know why that bothered me so much with all the other stuff I’ve done and seen?”

“I…”

“It’s all right. It’s a valid question. The answer is...I’m not sure. In my world, I think, people don’t eat each other for the most part. Not unless they really have to. Like, we aren’t holding ourselves back from eating each other, is my point. Whereas that kind of seems to be the case here for some races.”

“It definitely is,” she murmured, then sighed. “Although that isn’t fair. Riley isn’t holding herself back. I’m sure lots of wolves aren’t. But enough are, and enough of the others let themselves be swept up in the bloodlust. And…” She sighed. “I can see why you don’t want to talk about this. But thank you for telling me.”

“Thanks for asking.”

She smiled, a little tentatively, and put a hand on his arm. “Thank you for letting us take care of you. I can tell it doesn’t come easy to you, but I’m glad you know it’s important.”

“Yeah. I’m going to get better about it. I should be grateful, it’s just...I don’t want to burden you all. You’ve all gone through so much already, and have so much more to go, I don’t want to ask you for trivial things.”

“Hunter, this isn’t trivial. Making you feel better isn’t trivial. Is that how you see it when you comfort us?”

“No! That isn’t what I meant.”

“Then why should it be trivial for the reverse?”

“I...it’s complicated.”

“I think it’s complicated, but I think it’s less complicated than you think it is. And, more than that, we have endured so much, so many things have happened that we haven’t been able to do anything about. So much suffering we haven’t been able to alleviate or avenge or do anything about, but we can do this, Hunter. We can take care of each other, we can take care of you. It isn’t trivial.”

He was silent for a long moment. “I guess I hadn’t really thought about it like that.”

“No, because you are concerned with weakness. There are many kinds of strength, and your only strength isn’t simply in killing. It can’t be your only kind of strength, Hunter, because you can’t live a life like that. Not with us, you can’t. Not as a mate, not as a father.”

“You’re right...I’m sorry.”

She laughed softly. “I forgive you, Hunter. It’s not even your fault. It’s clearly just who you are. And that you’re recognizing it, and willing to change? That means so much to me, and to Rain and Brooke and Chloe, and Riley and Nicole. And probably Diane.”

“Probably her too, huh?”

“She’s still not pregnant yet.”

He frowned. “What if she can’t?”

“Then she can’t. She will be sad, but she’ll accept it. She’s a very practical woman. But I think she can, Hunter. All the scans indicate she can, she just needs more...sessions.”

“More sessions, huh?”

“Yes.” She was blushing.

“I’ll make sure to get on that.” He lost his smile. “Once we get everything sorted out.”

She lost hers as well. “Yes, once we get everything sorted out.”

Up ahead, Hunter spied the spot he’d buried the box of tech.


CHAPTER 2

“All right, here we go,” Hunter said as he finished pulling the metal box up out of the dirt.

He brushed it off as best he could, then set it on the small metal table Lucy had brought with them and snapped together while he’d dug.

“Let me see this,” Lucy muttered as she cracked the box open and began pulling a few parts out.

She produced a pair of slim goggles from her pocket and put them on. Riley stood next to her, taking a few parts for herself. She pulled out a small handheld computer and typed something into the screen on the front, then held the back of it over one of the parts.

“What’s that?” Hunter asked.

“Scanner,” she replied. “Should give us an idea of what it’s made of, maybe shine a light into its inner workings some more.”

“These are fucking weird,” Lucy muttered.

“Yeah, that’s what I said,” Riley agreed.

“What about them?” Hunter pressed.

Lucy was silent for another moment as she closely studied one of the bits of tech Riley had dug out from the dead Trinket. It almost looked like a ring with a faintly diamond-shaped piece of gold-and-silver glittering tech welded to it.

“I’m not sure yet,” she admitted. “I guess it doesn’t really look like anything you’d expect to find in a body. Like, medical technology, I mean. I need more time.”

He nodded and left them to it. Both women now seemed wholly absorbed in their work. Hunter left Kiara standing nearby, pistol in her hand, and went to check the perimeter. They were fairly exposed out here and he was reluctant to spend any real amount of time in one spot.

Time passed. Seconds ticked by, bleeding out slowly into minutes.

Hunter couldn’t shake some bad vibes. The forest was too quiet now. He hadn’t heard a single gunshot crack across the silence since they’d left the Warren. Compare that to their trek out here. They couldn’t go ten minutes without someone mag-dumping a pistol or the staccato fire of an assault rifle or the rupture of a grenade or plastic explosives.

Where was everyone?

Some part of him hoped that maybe the wolves had gotten freaked. Maybe they had decided that between the tigers, him, and whatever the fuck the Trinkets were, it just wasn’t worth it trying to hold onto this particular slice of land.

He doubted it. The wolves didn’t strike him as particularly smart.

He began wondering about the broader scope of the region again. That was really something he should’ve had a better idea of by now. He was beginning to the get the idea that this might be kind of a flyover state. Besides Nym, he hadn’t really heard of any other major settlement. If that was the case, maybe they really could find a way to get the wolves, the tigers, and the Trinkets to fuck off.

Hunter found nothing in his fifteen minute sweep pattern patrol. The closest thing he found were some bootprints in the mud that looked a few days old, at the very least, and some spent shell casings that were mostly buried in the ground.

“Where is the next nearest settlement besides Nym?” Hunter asked as he came to stand beside Kiara and the others.

They were still hard at work studying the bits and pieces of shiny, bloody tech. Some two dozen pieces were spread out across the tabletop.

“Bramble is maybe...a hundred miles to the north,” she replied. “Otherwise there’s just some scattered villages around. Nym is pretty isolated. And the little village to the east by the coast I mentioned earlier. What are you thinking about?”

“Our endgame,” he replied. “Ideally, we want to be alone out here. Just rabbits and lizards and whoever else might’ve been in the region. Us innocents. We want the wolves and the tigers gone, and the Trinkets wiped out. Realistically, once you’ve entered total warfare, the only way you’re going to get prolonged peace for your immediate area is to get the enemy out of the area. One way or the other. If their numbers are small enough, I think we can take out both parties, or at least convince them to fuck off. What are the odds they can call in reinforcements?”

“It’s hard to say,” Riley murmured, holding up something and squinting at it. “Wolves are kinda all about the pack. Or they say so, anyway. So the wolves of this region are going to be mostly about themselves. They probably wouldn’t bother helping if someone from up north asked them, and consequently, the reverse is true.”

“Good news, at least. And the tigers?” he pressed.

“They’re more tenacious, but I think we can deal with them,” Lucy offered, setting aside her work for the moment. “Their only real way up from the south is a pass through the mountains. That’s pretty rough terrain. If someone could cause a landslide, seal that pass up, and destroy a bridge, too, I think it would cause them to decide it’s not worth some rabbit slave labor. Either that or it would give us a lot of breathing room for a while. How much time do we have left out here?”

“Ten minutes, then I want to go,” Hunter replied.

“Can I still see the body?”

He thought about it for a moment, then reluctantly nodded. “Yeah. If we go now.”

“Okay, I think I’ve got all I realistically can out of these things under these conditions,” she replied.

“Fine. Riley, Kiara, stay here. Kiara, keep a watch out. We’ll be back in about twenty minutes.”

“We’ll be here,” Kiara replied, and Riley nodded tightly, then returned to her work.

“Keep up,” Hunter said, and loped off towards the medical outpost.

…

They didn’t speak as they hurried off.

Lucy, at least, didn’t seem put off by his blunt orders. She seemed to understand, and he really appreciated that. He knew he needed to be better about how he handled the civilians, but it was probably going to take a while before he lost his edge.

If he ever did. He knew he was intimidating to basically all of them.

He wanted to be back at the Warren. He wanted to know if Brooke had gotten back. He wanted to start making some real plans.

So far, everything had more or less been reacting. Reacting to the wolves, reacting to the tigers, to the goddamned Trinkets. The weather, the Warren, the warfare that ripped everything up. He wanted to feel more in control of everything.

As they caught sight of the medical center, he brought their pace back to something reasonable. He was glad to see Lucy had been able to keep up. She seemed pretty fit and capable, especially for someone who’d been in a torturous work camp.

“Are you going to be comfortable making an expedition to Nym?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she replied. “Don’t worry, Hunter, I know it seems like we’re all pretty weak compared to you, but I am pretty capable and resilient.”

“You do seem sharper than most of the others.”

“I’ve just always been that way. Things don’t really bother me that much. I mean, don’t get me wrong, that place back there you sprang us from? Absolute nightmare. But I’ve always found I can bounce back faster than most other rabbits I’ve known.” She paused, frowned. “I don’t really like talking about this because it makes me sound like I think I’m better than everyone else. But I don’t. I’m just telling it plain.”

“I get it,” he replied. “And I appreciate accurate assessments of the self.”

She nodded. They reached the medical center and he took a moment to quickly check it from the outside, seeing if there were any signs of recent activity. But he saw nothing. Everything looked about how it had before and the doors were still closed, the windows intact, no prints around he could see. He led her back behind it to the ravine.

Moment of truth.

They approached the edge and peered down.

It was still there.

“Whoa, that’s it, huh?” she whispered.

“That’s it,” he confirmed.

“Don’t suppose we could get down there?”

“I’d rather not take the time and the risk. Here.”

He passed her the binoculars he’d brought for this exact reason. She dropped into a crouch and brought them to her eyes.

“It’s wicked looking,” she muttered.

“Yeah. It’s a lot worse up close.”

Hunter surveyed his surroundings. Something had pinged his awareness, or he thought it had. Whatever it was, it was so faint that he couldn’t even get a direction. Probably an animal. Or perhaps a sniper. Maybe he’d seen the faintest glint of sunlight off a scope, or the barest hint of a profile in the brush or among the trees.

He let three minutes pass as he kept looking, but there was nothing.

“All right, we gotta go,” he said.

“Yep,” Lucy replied, standing back up and passing him back the binoculars. “That thing is seriously fucking scary. Looks like a prop out of a horror movie or something.”

Hunter took one more look around, still unsettled by that vague sense they were being watched. He activated his heat vision in a moment of frustration. He wanted to keep it on all the time, but he still didn’t know how he worked. That theory of using up his body’s own internal power sounded pretty close to right, and it made him paranoid about using his powers too often.

He saw some rabbits, animal rabbits, poking around a hundred feet away to the east, on the other side of the ravine. Regardless, they were all he saw. A cold wind gusted hard across the land and sent them running.

Run back to your warren, he thought as he began leading Lucy back, and we’ll get back to ours.

…

“So did you find out anything useful?” Hunter asked once they’d reunited with Riley and Kiara, packed up, and started heading back.

“Less than I had hoped for,” Riley replied.

“Yeah,” Lucy agreed. “The biggest thing I found was that it’s all custom-made. But it’s custom-made in a way that just...doesn’t quite make sense?”

“How so?”

“So much of technology is set or modular. Set in the sense that once you invent the screw, it’s pretty much always going to look like a screw. It can be modular in the sense that you can theoretically take parts from one piece of machinery and use them in another, perhaps with some minor adjustment, but a fuse is pretty much always going to be recognizable as a fuse. What’s so bizarre about this is it doesn’t really resemble much of anything else.”

“Could it be deer tech?” Hunter hazarded. “That’s supposed to be pretty advanced.”

“That’s the thing: I can identify deer tech. I’ve worked with deer tech before. It’s advanced, sure, but it’s still recognizable. I can’t even figure out what most of that shit does.”

“Pretty much same,” Riley agreed unhappily.

Hunter almost speculated about it possibly being from his own dimension, but caught himself in time and then immediately tossed the theory out anyway. Clearly, since he was able to recognize a lot of the tech in this world as well, their technologies weren’t that different.

“So there’s no other race you can think of? What about aquatic?” he offered.

“No,” Lucy replied with a shake of her head, “I’ve seen aqua tech and this has none of the hallmarks of that. I’m hard-pressed to think of where it possibly could have come from. That’s why my vote is on aliens.”

“You really think so?” Riley murmured.

“I mean, I don’t know what else makes sense,” Lucy replied with a shrug.

“Great, that’s all we need in this mess,” Hunter muttered. “So what I’m hearing is it’s built in such a way as to exclude pretty much all known parties, correct?”

“Correct,” Lucy replied.

“So it’s an unknown party. Or maybe it’s a known party using some kind of revolutionary new breakthrough tech. Something completely off the grid no one’s thought of before.”

“I mean, maybe. But the thing about tech is it’s built off of the tech that comes before it. It shouldn’t be this unrecognizable. I mean, if I didn’t know better…”

“What?” Hunter asked, stopping and looking at her. “What’s your idea?”

“I guess, I’d say it was being made by someone who was insane. Like broken insane. But how could someone that insane resurrect the dead?”

“That’s a good point, and they’re not resurrected, they’re just meat machines,” he replied, resuming their journey.

“Do we actually know that?” Kiara asked.

“We won’t know that until we capture one and hook it up to an EEG,” Hunter replied.

“Yeah, and even then...it’d be hard to know for sure,” Lucy said.

“Shit, imagine being trapped inside a rotting, twisted version of your own corpse,” Riley whispered.

“Let’s talk about something else,” Hunter said. “We’re almost home anyway, and–”

Big, fat flakes suddenly began falling from the sky. A cold wind blew hard across the landscape.

“Well, it finally happened,” Kiara murmured, looking up.

“Yeah, let’s hurry it up,” Hunter said.

They pressed on, keeping silent the rest of the way back. A million different thoughts were running through his head but all of them came crashing to a halt as he saw someone standing in the clearing outside the Warren’s entrance.

It was Brooke.


CHAPTER 3

They saw each other at the same instant, and the relief was immediate and obvious.

“Tell me everything went all right,” Hunter said as he approached.

“For the most part,” she replied, and hugged him.

He laughed and hugged her back, squeezing her and being squeezed by her. Behind her, he saw several curious and familiar faces poking out from behind the trees.

“Did you lose anyone?” he asked as they released each other and took a step back.

“No. Actually gained a few. A couple more stragglers showed up at the property while we were gone, and we managed to find a pair camping out in the ruins of an old house. But listen, Hunter: Nym is gone.”

He frowned, a cold stone of anxiety settling deep in his guts. “What do you mean?”

“I mean it’s gone, Hunter. Or near as. There was a massive explosion, huge, it lit up the sky. We picked up some radio chatter from the wolves, I guess the tigers managed to raid one of their ammo depots, rigged up a couple of big-ass bombs, set them around Nym, and blew it away.”

“What? Why!?” Lucy asked.

Brooke looked past him to Lucy, who stood there, bewildered.

“Uh, Brooke, this is Lucy. She’s part of the original Warren crew. Uh, some things happened while you were gone. We’ve taken on about a hundred rabbits and lizards.”

Brooke’s eyes bulged but then she broke into a huge smile. “That’s great!”

“It is. We should probably get inside,” Hunter said.

“Right, come on everyone, come see your new home,” Brooke agreed, gesturing to the others.

Hunter looked up at the sky for a moment, at the snowflakes falling in mostly silent splendor. A big storm was on the way, he could feel it. The silence wasn’t going to last. Pretty soon it would be shrieking winds and blizzard conditions.

He made a choice then, one that he was both reluctant and relieved to make.

“So, why’d they do it?” he asked as he and Brooke brought up the rear into the cave once everyone was inside and the clearing remained clear.

“Apparently, the wolves thought it was some kind of denial attack,” Brooke replied. “I’m not sure what that means.”

“Denial?” Kiara asked.

“Denial of use,” Hunter said. “That’s what they meant. The tigers didn’t want the wolves to be able to use Nym, and instead of taking it and using it for themselves, they decided to destroy it all.” He sighed heavily. “Fucking dammit. Fuck knows how many innocents were left in there.”

“Yeah…” Brooke muttered grimly.

“That means we can’t get the parts from the warehouse,” Lucy said.

“What warehouse?”

“I’ll update you later,” Hunter said. “Some things have happened and we need to have a meeting about it first.”

Brooke nodded, then yawned. “Shit, I’m tired. I need a goddamned nap.” Then she grinned as the airlock finished its cycle and they headed inside. “And some fun with you.”

“You’re absolutely getting that,” he replied, slipping his hand down to her broad ass and grasping it tightly.

Brooke’s grin got bigger, then she flicked a glance at Riley. It spoke to how tired she was, bordering on drunk, how she asked this next question. “So did you guys rut already?”

Riley glanced at Hunter, and he nodded slightly to her, and she managed a shy grin. “Yeah, we did.”

“How was he?”

Riley was starting to blush now. “Amazing. Best I’ve ever had, no question.”

Brooke laughed. “Knew it!”

Riley seemed to relax. So did Hunter. Thank God that had gone well.

Hopefully it would keep.

They finished cycling through and Kiara immediately launched into administrator mode, helping the newly arrived get sorted and settled. He helped as well, asking Lucy and Riley if they’d go wait for him in the control room while Brooke found a bit more strength and helped him and Kiara and Chloe work.

It took about forty minutes, but they managed to get the wounded into the clinic and treated, the hungry fed, and everyone into appropriate quarters. He was glad to see that Lilia was still around, and she seemed to have mostly assumed control of the group.

With that finished, Hunter ended up in the security control room with Kiara, Chloe, Lucy, Riley, and Brooke. They all looked pretty tired.

“All right,” he said, “let’s get this meeting underway. So, updates: Nym is gone. Tigers firebombed it into nonexistence, according to Brooke.”

“Yeah, we managed to get our hands on an optic drone that was most of the way to broken, but it had enough juice in it to let us get a look at Nym,” Brooke said uncomfortably. “It’s...several big holes in the ground. There’s some buildings left, but they were burning, too. We didn’t see anyone fleeing the city, either.”

No one said anything, but Hunter could feel the misery and grief. He knew some of what must be happening in their heads. Even with everything that had happened, even with all that they’d had to do, their move to the Warren, everything and all of it, he knew that they all probably had been holding onto some notion that they might somehow be able to go back to the way things were before.

Even if they knew for a fact that this was impossible on a logical level, they had yet to fully believe it on an emotional level.

But now they did. They had to.

He pressed on. “The Warren is breaking down,” he said.

“What!?” Brooke cried.

“Yeah, I managed to tap into the internal network more than you guys could and the bigger generators and water pumps and oxygen plants are, uh, they’re pretty damaged,” Lucy explained.

Brooke groaned and cursed.

“That’s the warehouse we were talking about. There was one in Nym that should’ve had spare parts we could have used,” Hunter said.

“Fuck,” Brooke snapped. “Whatever, it’s gone now. So why are there suddenly a hundred more? I mean, I’m so happy about that, but what happened?”

“Found a slave labor work camp run by the wolves,” Hunter replied. “We liberated them.”

“Tell me you killed those motherfuckers,” Brooke growled.

“Every single last one of them. I personally saw to it. And then I blew that place to hell.”

“Good.”

“Yeah. We also had a little research expedition with regards to the Trinkets, and it...turned up more questions than answers. We haven’t really narrowed down who the fuck is making them. The tech is just too weird. So...I think it’s time to talk short term and long term goals.”

“We’re listening,” Kiara said.

“Short term: we need to slice into the rest of the Warren and, at the very least, secure it. No one’s going to really rest easy until we’re damn sure we’re safe in here.” He looked at Lucy. “Is the damage ongoing? Has any of it gotten worse since you first discovered it?”

“Um...lemme run a scan,” she replied, hustling over to the main computer and setting to work. A moment passed. “No, it hasn’t. No further damage.”

“Well, that’s good at least. Obviously we need to secure the Warren and repair it. Lucy, are there any other likely locations you can think of we might salvage from to repair our broken utilities systems?”

“I can think of some places, yeah. Well, I mean, theoretically. What would make the most sense is for me to have a list of all known locations within traveling distance of the Warren, and then determine if they might have some of the parts we’re looking for. There’s a couple I can think of. The region that sits between here and the coast, the plains, there’s a wind farm and a solar field there. There’s supposed to be a military outpost there, too.”

“Wolf?” Hunter asked.

“Fox.” He raised an eyebrow. “It was part of some kind of exchange peace-keeping program or something, I’m not sure. Some kind of agreement the foxes had with the rabbits and the wolves. No idea whose side they might take in all this, foxes are known for being fairly independent, so they might have just jumped ship and gotten out of there, abandoning the base.”

“All right. Any other locations?” he asked.

“There’s a dam on the coast, could be a great source of parts. The dockyard on the coast might have some parts. Hmm...I seem to remember something about some big radio relay south, in the mountains. That could be really useful. Also…” Here, she looked reluctant.

“Anything at all could be useful,” Hunter said.

“So, here’s the thing, there were rumors in the program that Evergreen was also working on a second Warren, somewhere in the mountains. Far as I know, it was nothing more than wishful thinking. I never found a scrap of proof. However…”

“That would make for a hell of a salvage operation,” Hunter murmured. “All right. We’ll keep it in mind. Now, those are our shorter term goals. Longer term? I want to isolate us. I want to put an end to tiger, wolf, and Trinket activity in this region in the long term. They are the biggest things that are going to kill us if we don’t stop them.”

“Yeah,” Brooke agreed, “we get rid of them and most of our problems will be a walk in the park compared to where we are now.”

“That seems like such a massive goal,” Kiara murmured.

“Are we sure we can actually do this? Traditionally, rabbits don’t really go after problems like this, when it reaches this scale. We...well, we build a Warren and hide in it, hoping it passes us over,” Chloe agreed.

“I get that, but we can do this,” Hunter replied. “Because, plainly put, you’ve got me. Honestly, I’m a force of nature all my own. But this is absolutely within our reach. It might take time, it might take months or even years, but we can do it. And we have to. First real rule of warfare: unless you’re laying a trap, you don’t wait for the enemy to come to you. You go to them. And we are at war.”

Silence was the answer to that.

“That being said,” he continued, “for the moment, I’m making a decision to lock us down for the next three days. With Nym off the board and that storm brewing and all our new additions, we are going to take some much needed time inside and get a lot of things done that need doing. You’ve all got jobs. Chloe, your job is to build a medical database of every single person here. If someone has a chronic condition, if there’s something your tech can predict we might need, if someone’s suffering from some injury, I want to know about it. I want to know what we need and what we have and what we don’t have.”

“I’ll get right on it,” Chloe replied.

“Excellent. Kiara, I need that map. I need a big interactable map that goes up on that screen there,” he said, pointing to one of the huge screens on the wall, “that we can update on the fly. I want you to talk with every last person in this Warren and rack their brains for every last building, abandoned vehicle, and potential supply cache they might have stumbled across out there. And I want it to extend all the way to the coast and to the mountains.”

“I can do this,” Kiara replied.

“Perfect. Lucy, you are head of operations for the Warren now. Anything related to the Warren, its maintenance and upkeep, broken systems, anything related to that, that’s your province. I want a digital list on one of these smaller screens, a list of things that need doing, and it’s checked and updated every damned day. Find yourself some assistants. Technicians, mechanics, engineers, whoever can perform fixes and keep the guts of this place running. Got it?”

“Yeah, I’m up for that,” Lucy replied.

“Great. Brooke, you and I are going to be getting a little security force going. We’re going to call them the Rangers. I’m in charge as the Captain, you’re my second in command as the Lieutenant. You up for it?”

“I am,” she replied.

“Exactly what I wanted to hear. You and I are going to start putting together the first generation of Rangers. We’re going to be setting up a shooting range and a training course. We’re going to be fine-tuning a test. Anyone that wants to be part of the Rangers has to pass the test. We need a defense force and we need a strike force. I’m not going to be able to do everything. Now...Riley,” he said. “I guess you’re going to be working with Lucy. Is that okay?”

“Yeah, that’s fine by me, I’m just happy to be useful,” Riley replied.

“Glad to hear it. Lucy, how long do you think it’ll take to complete your task?”

“Not long, a few hours,” she replied.

“Once you’re finished, I want you and Riley to head up a complete inventory of everything we have available to us on this floor of the Warren. Everything that was brought in, everything we’ve managed to salvage. Everything. I want this inventory system to be robust and easily accessible, and something we stick to militantly. We have to know exactly where we stand on everything we have. Can you handle that?”

“I can more than handle it,” Lucy replied with a grin. “Organizing things and creating databases are some of my favorite things to do.”

“Good, because I also need you to take the excess supplies and make sure they’re organized in such a way that it can be easily accessed but remain secured.”

“We sure got enough room for it. I can manage that.”

Hunter nodded and rose to his feet. “All right, let’s all get started on that.” He glanced at Brooke. “Well...me and Brooke are going to take a quick break.”

“Break, right,” Chloe murmured with a small smile.

“You’ve earned it,” Kiara said.

“Yes, we have,” Brooke agreed, shooting to her feet and grabbing Hunter’s hand. “Now come on, lover, let’s go have that break.”

He chuckled and allowed her to tug him out of the control room.


CHAPTER 4

“You missed the living quarters,” Hunter said as Brooke kept dragging him on through the crowd.

“I know, there’s one thing I promised myself I was going to do while I was out there once I got back. I remember worrying over it and just...I’m doing it, right now, and you’re going to be there with me,” she replied firmly.

“All right.”

“You know what it is, don’t you?”

“I’ve got a good idea.”

She didn’t say anything, just finished their journey by pulling him into the infirmary. Thankfully, no one was in there for the moment.

“I have to know if I’m pregnant yet. I put it off for too long,” Brooke said, lying down on the table. “You’re going to run the scan and tell me and one way or the other, we go rut afterwards.”

“Agreed. We can either celebrate or keep trying,” he replied as he started up the scanning bed.

“I’m scared,” she murmured as the bed began its hum.

“I know, but whatever happens, I’ll be here to help you.”

“...what if I can’t get pregnant?” she asked softly.

He looked up. Saw real fear on her face. He reached out and took one hand. She was wearing fingerless leather gloves. He squeezed and she squeezed back.

“If you can’t get pregnant, then I’ll still love you for the rest of our lives,” he replied. She stared up at him with a fierce intensity, and he could see unshed tears in her eyes. He pressed on, because he knew she needed to hear more. “I know being a mother is important to you. I know birthing your own kits is important to you, Brooke. But it isn’t all you have, and it isn’t all you are. It won’t make you less than anyone else.”

She squeezed his hand hard, then sniffed and rubbed at her eyes with her free hand. “I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you too, Brooke...you’re not really supposed to move during these.”

She laughed. “Shut up. And thank you. I...really needed to hear that. It’s so damned stupid. I spent my whole life telling myself the same damned thing. That there’s more to life than breeding and mating and mothering, but I wanted it. And I still do. More than ever now that I’ve found you.” She let out another sharp laugh and sniffed. “I still can’t believe you’re from another dimension. I mean, I do, I just…”

“I know what you mean,” he agreed. “Maybe over there I was an alien, but here I fit in just fine.”

“You seem to.”

The bed chimed and she gasped and jumped a little.

“You’re pregnant,” he said as soon as he saw it, not wanting to draw it out.

She let out a startled, high laugh. “Oh, oh thank God,” she whispered. “Oh man, that’s...oh wow. That’s really good to know.” She laughed again. “Now it’ll tell us how many.”

“What are you hoping for?” he asked as the scan continued.

“Fuck, I don’t care. I mean, I want more instead of less. I don’t know why, I just do. I want more. But we can always have more, and there’ll be the others’ kits to consider, too. Oh boy, you’re going to be drowning in fatherhood.”

“Looking forward to it,” Hunter replied.

He’d expected that to come out sarcastic, but it hadn’t, even a little. He realized then and there that, reservations about the future aside, he really was looking forward to this. To all the things that came with being a parent. Raising his kits. Their kits. Together.

“Ugh, how long does it take?” Brooke complained after a few minutes more. “I’m exhausted and horny.”

“It took a bit for Chloe, I remember,” he replied.

“Yeah...mmm, speaking of Chloe, and the others…”

He looked up from the screen. Something new, almost cautious, had entered her voice. “Yeah?”

“So...have any of the others talked to you about, um, us-well, by ‘us’ I mean me and Chloe and Rain and Kiara, and now Riley too, I guess, and Nicole...sharing in the pleasure when mating or rutting with you?”

“No, no one’s brought that up,” Hunter replied, amused by her trepidation.

“Oh, wow, okay. I guess I will now. So, here’s the thing: when there are relationships like what we have, multiple women with a single man, sometimes–often, even–the women will, you know, pleasure each other during rutting and mating.”

“All right,” he said. She opened her mouth, then closed it. She was blushing fiercely now. “Is that something you all want to do?” he offered.

“Yes,” she murmured. “We’ve all, I mean, you know, talked about it. We haven’t done anything yet, I mean, obviously, you’d have seen. I mean, it isn’t something that’s engaged in when you aren’t there. But we didn’t want to do anything until we were sure you were okay with it.”

“I’m okay with it,” he replied.

Brooke let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, good. That’s good.”

“You wanna go get someone after this or…?”

“Can we get Kiara?” she asked tentatively.

“Yeah, we can get Kiara.”

“Thank you...will you enjoy it, or, I mean, how do you feel about it?”

He laughed. “I will most certainly enjoy it. A lot got taken out,” he said, tapping the side of his head, “but there’s still some left in there. And I definitely remember threesomes involves ladies, and there was a lot going on between them as well as us. I bet I can show you all some positions you haven’t thought of...you’re gonna burn up. You should see your face right now.”

“Shut up!” she hissed.

“It’s okay to be embarrassed, my love.”

“I will punch you in the throat,” she snarled.

He laughed. “Okay, all right…” The bed chimed again. “Let’s see here...oh. Wow. Holy shit.”

“What? How many?” she asked. “Is it just one? That’s fine, I’ll be okay with–”

“Five.”

“...I’m sorry, what?”

“Five.” He looked up. “We’re having quintuplets, Brooke.”

“...what?” she asked.

He laughed loudly and helped her up off the scanning bed, then pointed her towards the display with the results. She stared at them for a long time, then started laughing. It was a laugh of utter relief. Abruptly, she turned and half-hugged, half-collapsed against Hunter. He laughed softly as he held her up, then he scooped her up off her feet.

“Oh! Hunter!” she cried.

“Congratulations, Brooke. I’m so glad you’re my mate,” he replied.

She laughed again, loudly, and kissed him several times. “So am I! Let’s go tell the others!”

Hunter carried her out of the infirmary and bumped right into Chloe, who for a moment looked worried. “What happened? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing! I’m pregnant!” Brooke replied merrily.

Chloe gasped, a huge grin coming onto her face. “How many!?”

“Five!”

“You’re pregnant?” one of the other refugees who happened to be sitting nearby, sharing lunch with a few others, asked.

“How many?! Five!?” asked another, he realized it was Lilia.

“Five!” Brooke cried.

“Brooke’s pregnant with five kits!” someone shouted.

And then Hunter got to enjoy the unique experience of being at the center of a whole community of people who were nearly as ecstatic for him and Brooke as they would be for themselves. He carried her slowly through the lobby as damn near everyone gathered. Everyone crowded in, laughing and cheering and congratulating them as they did their victory tour.

As he kept going, it occurred to Hunter that it wasn’t just about Brooke and her pregnancy. It was a rally point, it was something to celebrate, something that had happened spontaneously in the moment that they could all get easily excited for and just feel good about.

After everything that had happened to them, after all the blood and tears and death and torment, it had to feel good to just…

Feel good.

Just have a reason to let that burst of happiness come out of you and get swept up in the tempest storm of positive emotions.

At the end of it, he and Brooke ended up back in their quarters with Kiara, who they managed to snag during all the chaos.

“Okay, what did you need me for?” she asked.

Brooke grinned. “Remember what we talked about that one night, about being wife-sisters?”

The quality of Kiara’s smile changed and it was interesting to Hunter to see. Now it was Brooke who was shy and Kiara who was all confident smiles.

“I remember.”

“Well, I talked with Hunter, and he says he’s really happy with the idea. He says he has some ideas he can show us.”

“Oh, really?” Kiara asked, shifting her gaze to him. “You like it when your wives get kissy?”

“I like it when they get a lot more than kissy,” he replied. “Both of you, take your clothes off and get in the shower with me.”

“Dunno if there’ll be enough room, but okay,” Kiara said.

“We’ll make it work,” Hunter replied.

A few moments later, they were together and nude and wet in the hot, steamy shower. Hunter took his time kissing them, Brooke first, then Kiara. And then had them face each other and gave some gentle encouragement.

The two women looked at each other, Kiara up at Brooke, given their height difference. They both looked nervous and vaguely shy now. Hunter had always sensed a kind of...maybe not attraction, but an appreciation between the two women, a mutual admiration that neither were completely comfortable admitting to the other.

Until now.

And that admiration was quickly changing into something more sexual.

They kissed, tentatively at first, slowly, a little clumsily. Then they parted, then kissed again, more smoothly, their beautiful lips coming together and then, after a moment, Brooke’s tongue began probing Kiara’s mouth and her hands ran slowly down her back until they rested on the swell of her sweet ass. Kiara’s own hands had come up between them, getting handfuls of Brooke’s big breasts.

Both women were soon moaning quietly as they kissed with more intensity, more lusty passion. After a moment, they came apart, panting. They looked to Hunter.

“Now what?” Kiara murmured.

He chuckled and then brought Brooke to stand in front of him, facing him, then reached around her and brought Kiara to stand behind her. She took Kiara’s hands, bringing one up to her breast and the other down to her crotch. He got her started playing with Brooke’s nipple and rubbing her clit, making Brooke immediately moan.

Hunter kissed her, playing with her other breast as he shoved his tongue into her mouth. Brooke moaned louder, more intensely, and soon seemed to be overwhelmed by the pleasure she was receiving. They kept going like that until Brooke had an orgasm and had to lean against the wall, panting.

“Okay, that’s a good start,” Hunter said, lathering up some soap. “Let’s clean up and take this to the bed.”

They cleaned up quickly and eagerly, and within another few minutes he found himself in bed with two horny, naked bunny girls. He kissed them and pleasured them for a bit, and then they took their turn pleasuring him, both of them slipping down and licking up his erection. The pleasure was like white fire, sizzling into him as they took turns bobbing their heads on his cock, their lips slipping wetly up over his head again and again.

“All right, let’s try something fun,” he said, getting up.

“What?” they both asked at once.

“Kiara, you lay down on your back. And then Brooke, you’ll be here, straddling her face, and Kiara, you will pleasure her with your mouth. You good with that?”

“I am,” Kiara replied almost immediately, a lusty smile on her face.

Both women were blushing fiercely now. Brooke nodded and straddled her face, facing away from him, and he got a great view of her sweet, broad, well-rounded ass as he slid into Kiara, who let out a startled moan of pleasure about the same time Brooke did.

As Hunter began stroking into Kiara, Brooke placed her hands against the wall, panting and moaning heavily.

“Oh, Ki-Kiara!” she gasped. “That’s-oh!”

“I told you you’d like it,” Hunter murmured as he laid a thumb against Kiara’s clit and began rubbing it.

She let out a pleasured shriek of her own and that seemed to cause her to begin licking Brooke’s clit faster. Hunter chuckled, enjoying the raw ecstasy of fucking his mate and watching this display. They kept going like this, faster and harder, becoming louder and more frenzied in their rutting until Brooke achieved orgasm at almost the same moment Kiara did.

Brooke let out a series of high-pitched wails as she came, leaning heavily against the wall now as she trembled and shook. Kiara did the same, letting out a fresh scream of pleasure each time Hunter drove into her orgasming, convulsing pussy.

It didn’t take him much longer to start shooting his seed into her, filling her up and enjoying the unfiltered bliss of it.

When they were finished, the three of them ended up laying on the bed in a loose pile, panting and sweaty.

“That was amazing,” Brooke whispered. “I am so going to return the favor to you when I’m not about to pass out.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Kiara replied with a satisfied smile. She started getting up.

“Where are you going?” Brooke murmured, yawning.

“I’m sorry, but I have to get back to work. This was very fun and don’t worry, we’ll do it again, okay, wife-sister?”

Brooke smiled serenely up at her. “Okay, wife-sister.”

Kiara laughed, then leaned down and kissed her on the mouth, then did the same to Hunter, then headed into the bathroom to clean up.

“You want more?” he asked. “Because I can keep going.”

“Yes, I’ve got enough energy for more,” Brooke replied, lying on her back and spreading her legs, “so long as I don’t have to be on top.”

Hunter laughed and got atop her. “You don’t have to be.”


CHAPTER 5

Brooke fell asleep almost as soon as they were done.

Hunter and Kiara took a quick shower.

“What are you going to do?” Kiara asked as they washed up.

“I’m going to take a few hours and establish an actual workroom for weapon maintenance and repair. Can’t believe there isn’t one already beyond a single workbench in the armory.”

“We rabbits aren’t really of a mind for weaponry,” Kiara murmured.

“I know. Sorry. We come from very different worlds, and not just because of the interdimensional thing.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you think anyone’s ever going to find that out?” he asked suddenly.

“I don’t know. The thing is, I don’t know if they’d believe it. I had a very hard time with it, but you and Chloe made a very compelling argument and, honestly, seeing you in action, yeah, I believe it. As far as I know, there is no level of technology among our varied peoples to create what you’re capable of. Although I thought the same thing before seeing the Trinkets, so…”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “Really hope they didn’t come from my dimension, too. I gotta ask Lucy something. Need to figure out if there’s bigger, better medical technology buried deeper in the Warren. I want to take another crack at scanning myself, maybe decoding more of what the hell is inside me.”

“It would be very important to know,” she murmured uncomfortably. “If something ever goes wrong with you, we need to be able to figure out how to fix it.”

“That’s true. All right, let’s get back to work.”

“Always more work,” she murmured.

“Unfortunately.”

They finished up and once he was dried and dressed, he slipped back out into the chaos. And it was chaos, but it was a good chaos. There were so many more people now. Voices overlapped as people talked and laughed and sometimes cried. Several people were crying, actually, but each time he looked, he relaxed.

They were talking with others, being comforted by them, and he realized in a flash that this community he found himself among probably had a much healthier view on the spectrum of emotions. Just a single look at one tired, gaunt teenager covering his eyes, and three others, two other teens and a middle-aged woman who looked very motherly, putting their hands on his back and shoulders, told him everything he needed to know.

They were going to be okay, he realized suddenly.

He wasn’t sure how he knew or why, but some solid, reassuring block of knowledge fitted abruptly into place in his head: these people would be okay. It would take time, and consistent effort, but they would recover, emotionally, mentally, spiritually.

They would endure and they would pick up the pieces and rebuild.

Hunter realized he’d been extremely worried about that, even if he’d put it in the back of his head. Because at the end of the day, the gruesome truth of situations like this was that you could rescue people, you could patch them up, you could get them to safety and protect them, but it didn’t matter if they were broken forever.

It didn’t matter if they had no will to live left.

They would just die a slower death.

But he saw the will here. All around him.

Hunter couldn’t help but smile at that, and if that wasn’t motivation to work his ass off to make sure they were kept safe while they put the pieces back together, he wasn’t sure what would be.

He set off to work.

…

“Hunter? Oh wow, this is...impressive,” Chloe said as she came to stand in the doorway.

“Thanks, what’s up?” Hunter replied as he finished bolting the final shelf into place.

Now this was a maintenance bay. Or at least it was compared to what there had been. He’d spent three hours finding one of the empty storage rooms and then tracking down all the parts, tools, and equipment he could find or cobble together.

There was definitely more to do, but now they had an actual room that had space for a few people to move around and work on fixing, maintaining, or modifying their weapons, gear, and armor. He hoped there was more deeper into the Warren, though, because there was so much more that could be added in.

“I finished organizing my database. Or, well, that’s not accurate. I finished my portion of it. I’ve got the two doctors still going through their portion of the people, gathering data, but I want to get started on getting a complete inventory of medicine. And I’d like your help with that,” she explained.

“Yeah, I can help with that. What’s first?” he asked, following her back out into the central thoroughfare.

“Well, the first thing is, I was hoping you could tell everyone to turn in their medicine or any extra medical supplies they might have. I’m...not as good with that kind of thing as you or Kiara,” she replied awkwardly.

“All right, I can do that.” He began heading back into the main lobby, but then stopped as another thought occurred to him.

He turned around and began heading the opposite direction, towards the control room.

“Where are you going?” Chloe asked, following.

“Got an idea,” he replied.

He led her into the main security room, where he found Lucy and Riley sitting together and talking.

“Hey, what’s up? We’re just taking a break,” Riley said.

“We’ve gotten two of the storage rooms staked out and have deputized a couple of others to go around gathering up extra shit. Anything people are willing to personally part with to go into a central storage. We’ve just finished creating an inventory index,” Lucy said, tapping a tablet.

“Excellent, good work,” Hunter replied. “I’ve got two questions.”

“Ready,” Lucy said, sitting up.

“First question: does the Warren have more advanced medical scanning equipment than what we’ve got available up here?”

“Yes. The infirmaries down below are a lot more equipped, and they have more intricate and powerful scanners.”

“Perfect. Second question: does this place have an intercom system and can we access it?”

“Oh, yeah. It does and we can.”

“Can you open it for me? Got an announcement I need to make.”

She nodded and got to her feet, heading over to the central workstation. He joined her in the ringed desk and watched her work. She navigated the menus with a practiced ease and within a moment, relinquished the chair to him.

She pointed at a microphone fitted onto the end of an adjustable arm sticking out of the desk. “When you’re ready, press and hold the white button and talk. When you’re done, release it.”

“Thank you.”

She nodded and he took a seat. Leaning in, he cleared his throat. “Hello, everyone. This is Hunter. Apparently we’ve got an intercom system, sorry if I startled you. I have a request for everyone. We need a proper inventory of our medical supplies, and that includes anything you might’ve brought in. If at some point over the next hour or so, you could search your belongings and bring in anything you find to the primary infirmary, the one with the number one over the door, I would appreciate it. And I do mean everything. Band-aids, painkillers, if you’ve got a loose cough drop in your pocket, all of it. Those of you with prescription medications don’t have to turn them over, but please do make a report with us so we know what you have and what you need. That will be all.”

“That went well, as far as first announcements go,” Lucy murmured.

“Hopefully. I’m not a public speaker,” Hunter replied.

“I think you do pretty good,” Chloe said.

He glanced over at her. She had that look in her eye again, the one that said she was feeling particularly enamored of him. Fine time to get it.

“Come on, babe, we have to go collect meds,” Hunter replied, hoping to keep her focused.

“Well...you gave them an hour,” she murmured as he stepped down from the central console.

“Yeah, but you know how people are. Some of them are going to be waiting by the time we get there.”

She sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”

As they headed off, Hunter tossed a glance towards the way down deeper into the Warren. He wondered if he shouldn’t be putting that off any further, but ultimately decided it would keep for a bit longer.

Probably.

…

“Please tell me that’s the last one,” Chloe murmured as she closed the medical cabinet with a click.

“Yep,” Hunter replied after poking his head out and looking around. “No one else here. And that seemed like about everyone.”

She sighed heavily and popped her back. “Good. I need a break. With you. I want something...specific.”

“Specific, huh?”

“Yes. Specific. Now come with me.”

She took his hand and began pulling him out of the infirmary. He resisted the urge to laugh as he let her do so. There was something kind of ridiculous about a skinny, five foot rabbit girl trying to drag a six foot four, jacked super soldier anywhere.

Chloe kept up her determined gait until they’d reached their shared living quarters. Brooke wasn’t in the bed anymore and now he heard the shower going.

“I think we’re going to have to take that fourth bed down,” he said as she got out of her labcoat.

“Yeah, now that Nicole’s going to be sleeping in here, and Riley…”

“Did she say that?” he asked. “She still has her own place staked out, last I checked.”

“She wants to move in. Talk to her,” she replied.

“This is getting really crowded,” he murmured.

“There are bigger apartments in the lower levels, we can move once it’s safe. Now strip,” she growled.

“Someone’s in a mood,” he replied with a grin as he got out of his clothes.

“I am. I’m horny.”

“Clearly. What’s that specific thing you want?” he asked.

“I want…” She had gone red now, not quite looking at him. “I want you to hold me down. I want to...struggle.”

“Oh, wow.”

“Is that wrong?” she asked, looking at him now.

“No, not at all.”

“I just...was talking with Riley, about rutting related things, and she brought that up, and...it sounded nice. It...aroused me,” she mumbled.

“Chloe,” he said as he dropped his pants and boxers and stepped out of them, up to her.

“Yes?” she murmured, looking up at him anxiously.

“All I need to know is when to stop, if necessary. If you really want to stop, say ‘broccoli’, okay?”

She laughed suddenly. “Broccoli? Why?”

“Well, it has to be something that isn’t going to come up naturally, so you don’t say it on accident. And that sure isn’t going to come up naturally during rutting.”

“That’s fair, yes. Okay, so that’s what I’ll say if I really want you to to stop, in case I’m hurting.”

“Correct. Are you ready?”

“...yes.”

“Good.”

He grabbed her wrists and lifted her up straight up, until her gaze was level with his own. She gasped, squirming a little, staring intensely into his eyes.

“What will you do to me?” she whispered.

“Whatever I want,” he replied, and tossed her onto the bed.

This wasn’t how he’d planned to spend his time with her, but he sure as hell didn’t mind. If she wanted some sub/dom roleplay, he was more than happy to give it to her. It was something they probably needed to discuss more in depth, but they’d covered the bare basics and he trusted himself to be able to read her well enough, and how to handle her.

She was so much smaller than him that it was absurdly easy to control her physically. That had to be a major turn-on for her in this mindset.

It was for him.

She bounced on the bed and tried to crawl away. Oh wow, so she was really going into this. He grabbed her ankle and she let out a surprised little shriek as he yanked her back.

“Please,” she whispered as she looked back at him.

“Hush,” he replied calmly as he grasped her and flipped her over onto her back.

She shook her head and squeezed her legs shut. He got his fingers between her thighs and pressed them open easily, then held them in place. He almost laughed as he got into place. She was already forgetting that she wanted to struggle, instead staying where she was and staring with wide, rapt eyes as his brought his erection closer to her glistening pussy.

She was very, very wet.

“Wait,” she whispered, her eyes flicking up to him as he rested his head against her opening.

“Hush, and be a good girl,” he replied.

She cried out as he shoved himself within her. Oh good lord was she hot inside. Hot and so damned wet. She moaned loudly, her back arching and her mouth opening wide. She cried out louder as he began to stroke into her, not being gentle about it. He grasped her wrists, squeezing them tightly but not hard enough to hurt, and slammed them into the bedding above her head.

Panting, Chloe began to say something, but he put his face in hers.

“Shut your whore mouth, you little bunny slut,” he growled at her.

She orgasmed.

Her panting grew more fervent, her moans of pleasure longer and louder as a hot gush of sex juices escaped her, more of it coming out each time he shoved his erection deep into her.

“I knew you’d like it, you little whore,” he said to her, and she convulsed and cried out.

He kept fucking her, drilling her fast and hard. About the time he pulled out of her and flipped her over onto her stomach, Brooke came out, an amused smile on her face as she dried her hair. He grasped her wrists again, this time bringing them back and pressing them into the small of her back.

“No, please!” she gasped as he got back into position.

“You’ve been bad, little whore, and you need to be punished,” he replied, and shoved himself back inside of her.

He wasn’t lasting long, this pussy was too good. She was even hotter and wetter now, and post-orgasmic tremors were running through her, making her clench up repeatedly. He started pounding her, using one hand to hold her hands against her back and the other he laid against her head, which was turned on its side now, and pressed it into the mattress.

She was almost incoherent now.

Time to wrap this up. He didn’t want a first experience like this to go on for too long, in case it was too much for her. He kept going, harder and faster, and brought his orgasm quickly to the front. Before he knew it, a shockwave of bliss kicked off inside of him and he was pumping her sweet, pregnant pussy full of his seed.

He rode the high of the climax, making sure to remain present enough that he didn’t start to hurt her, and then it was over.

Sitting back, he released her.

“That was hot,” Brooke murmured, leaning against the door frame now.

Chloe mumbled something, lying as he’d left her, her mouth open, eyes wide, her hands at her sides.

“You okay there, babe?” he asked.

“Uh-huh,” she managed.

“I think you broke her,” Brooke said, laughing.

“Well, she’s the one who demanded it rough and struggling,” Hunter replied mildly, running a hand slowly up and down her back, pausing occasionally to linger on the sweet swell of her ass.

“I think we all like that,” Brooke said. He glanced at her. She was blushing now.

“So, you want some more rough stuff, tough girl?”

“Maybe I do,” she shot back, crossing her arms under her breasts and shooting him a haughty look.

“All right for real, Brooke, either you get dressed or I’m going to give you what you’re asking for.”

For a moment she looked indecisive, but then her expression firmed up and she tilted her head back a little, giving him as cocky a look as he’d seen from her.

“All right, get over here,” he said.

“Make me,” she replied.

Hunter got up off the bed.


CHAPTER 6

“You sure you’re all right?” Hunter asked as he watched Chloe dress.

“I am,” she replied. “I’m completely fine. I’m just...in shock. That was…” She trailed off, buttoning her jeans and then grabbing her sports bra and pulling it on. “I did not realize it would be so intense. Or that it would arouse me so much. You’ve...handled me before, but never like that. It was overwhelming.”

“So what I’m hearing is you want more.”

She finished pulling her sports bra into place (were her tits bigger?) and snapped her gaze over to him. “Yes. Yes, I want more. Soon.”

“All right. Do you think the others would enjoy this? Because I sure did.”

“Yes, I believe they would. You should speak with Rain and Kiara about it.” She looked at Brooke, who was also dressing. “You like it too, right?”

“Oh yes, I like it,” she replied, blushing. “I just...am still struggling to accept that fact.”

“Why?”

“...it’s complicated.”

“Oh. Okay. I’m sorry, if you didn’t want me watching…”

“No, it’s fine, Chloe, I don’t mind you watching. And I like seeing it. And I like doing it, I just...feel weird about it still, sometimes. But it’s fine. There was something I wanted to ask you, though.”

“What’s that?”

“How would you feel about rutting with me and Hunter, and you and me being, you know...intimate, during?”

“I…” Now Chloe went deeply crimson. She cleared her throat and glanced briefly at Hunter, who had an amused smile on his face. “I would like that.”

“I know you’ll like it,” Hunter said.

“He knows about that,” Brooke said. “About wives being, um, pleasuring each other. During.”

Now Chloe looked to him. “You do?”

“Yes. It was common enough where I came from. Or, at least, it was with the women I was with. I would be happy to give you some more ideas.”

“We should do that soon,” Chloe said.

“Tonight,” Brooke agreed. “And also maybe Rain could join.”

Hunter laughed. “That will be a fine time.”

“Okay. Good. Um, I have to go. I still have...things to do,” Brooke replied. She gave Hunter a quick kiss, then gave Chloe one, then she was out the door, pulling her shirt into place.

“You girls are really shy sometimes,” Hunter murmured as Chloe slipped into the bathroom and began brushing her hair.

“This is new to us, Hunter. You must remember that. None of us had been bred, let alone rutted, before meeting you. We certainly hadn’t...experimented with other women. Though I know I watched enough porn of it.”

“That’s very filthy,” he murmured, stepping up behind her and setting his hands on her shoulders.

She shivered a little, then set the brush down and looked up at him in the mirror. “You’re so much bigger than all of us. Even Brooke. Does that ever bother you?”

“No, not at all,” he replied. “I like tall women, but I like short women, too. And there is something...satisfying about taking a woman like you to bed for a guy my size.”

“What do you mean a woman like me?” she murmured.

Hunter let his fingertip drag slowly across the hollow of her throat, making her shiver hard. “A woman I can throw around and make do whatever I want because I’m so much stronger than her.”

“I would have no hope against you,” she said softly, almost dreamily.

“Does that bother you?” he asked suddenly.

“No, it doesn’t. Because I trust you completely. I trust you with my life, with my kits, with my...everything. I trust you with absolutely everything. You would never hurt me, never hurt any of us. I believe this with my heart, my head, my soul, Hunter.”

“Good,” he said, turning her around and hugging her to him. “Because it’s true. I would never hurt any of you, and I would do anything for you. For our kits.”

“You are our protector,” she said into his chest. “And we love you.”

“And I love you all, too. I really, truly do.” He kissed the top of her head, then stepped back. “And now I’ve got to go do other things. I’m using this opportunity to check in with everyone. Tonight, though, I want to have a formal discussion with everyone about the newer members of our group, and about bringing Diane in.”

“Okay, but I’m sure it will be redundant,” Chloe replied.

“Well, I still want to have that conversation. And more than that, we need to talk about the practicalities of living together for now.”

“Oh.” She looked around him, back into the dorm room. “Right. That’s a good point. We might need to do a little...rearranging.”

“Correct. Now, let’s get back to work.”

As she turned around to finish brushing, he gave her ass a quick slap and headed out.

…

He found Rain standing inside one of the many empty storage rooms, staring contemplatively.

“Hey, what’s going on?” he asked.

She turned around with a smile. “I had a thought. We’ve got kids now, and kits on the way. So far, I know of six other pregnant woman not part of our little group. And I imagine that’s going to continue. We need to educate, which means we need a school. We need structure and organization of some kind.”

“That’s very true,” Hunter replied. “And a very good idea. You were thinking of turning this into a classroom?”

“Yeah. A temporary one, obviously, but yeah. I’ve been checking around. Two of the people out there are teachers, and they would be happy to go back to teaching even basic stuff. Right now we’ve got six school-age kids out there. I was hoping you could help me round up some chairs and some desks? Although I guess we don’t really have desks. But we could use some spare dressers or maybe tables from bedrooms that haven’t been occupied yet?”

“We could definitely do that. Why don’t you accompany me while I do the heavy lifting and we can catch up?”

She beamed. “I would like that.”

They left the storage room, leaving the door open, and headed in search of unoccupied rooms. There were far fewer of them now.

“So, how are you holding up lately?” he asked.

“Surprisingly good,” she replied. “I keep expecting to cry myself to sleep every night, but it’s just not happening. I mean, I know some of that is because I’m too tired and also because you fuck me to sleep most nights, but my emotions are good.”

“Completely good?”

“Yeah...although I can feel darker thoughts hiding in the background. I have nightmares, and sometimes they’re bad, but they don’t wake me up or follow me through the day. I think just being here finally, and having all these other people around, is really helping calm me down. And it’s helping calm them down, too.”

“It does seem to be working that way.” They found an unoccupied room and he grabbed two chairs and started walking back to the storage room. “Honestly, it’s a little concerning.”

“Why?”

“I guess because I worry I’m missing something. Like someone seems fine but actually they’re wounded and bleeding out and they don’t even realize it because they’re in shock, you know?”

“Oh...yeah, that makes sense. But I don’t think that’s the case. I was talking with Kiara about it and she was explaining how this is kind of how we work? We process trauma better once we’re safe and together.”

“I hope that’s the case. I don’t want to find that everyone’s just...pretending none of this happened or that they’re all fine with it, and then we’ve got a bunch of psychotic breaks on our hands.”

He set the chairs down and they went in search of more.

“I don’t think that really happens to rabbits. I mean, not unless they’re alone for a long period of time. Together is therapy.”

“Interesting.”

He’d definitely have to talk with Kiara about that, and maybe Chloe and the other doctors, maybe see if they had a psychologist among them.

“How are we for food?” Rain asked suddenly as they found a table and he hefted it.

“Not as well as I’d like to be,” he replied. “We got lucky while raiding the camp. One of the trucks we used to break out had a load of rations in it. Between that and everything we’ve managed to scrape together from the few recon missions we’ve done out there and whatever people managed to bring in with them, best estimates put us at a week. Which is all the more reason to cut into the lower part of the Warren and see if the other levels are at all stocked.”

“Yeah…”

“We’ll get it figured out,” he said. “One way or the other.”

“Yeah,” she agreed, a little more firmly this time.

They found some more chairs and he grabbed them.

…

They got the schoolroom set up, or as set up as it was going to get for now, and then he took Rain to the armory and spent an hour showing her how to handle a gun better. How to reload efficiently, how to clean a gun, take it apart, put it back together, maintain it, clear a jam. She knew some of it, but not enough.

That being said, she picked up on it quickly enough. He was hoping that she wasn’t going to have to put it to use, but he’d far rather she know, regardless.

From there, they did something she wanted to do, and headed for the galley, where they spent the next three hours prepping and serving dinner. Hunter had to admit, he wasn’t all that prepared for how intense working in a kitchen could get. Rain seemed to have a handle on everything, and she gave direction to two other volunteers with impeccable precision, all while maintaining hold on her responsibilities, which included the main dish.

It was interesting seeing her like this. She’d shown a certain amount of strength during their trek here and in the days that followed, but never much in the way of a command position. In the kitchen, however, she was definitely in charge.

She moved and spoke with authority and certainty.

At the end of it, she made sure they had the kitchen as spotless as they’d first found it. They grabbed their own meal and joined Chloe, Kiara, and Brooke, who had decided to wait for them after consuming their own dinner.

Bringing their food with them, they retreated to their shared bedroom.

“Where’s Riley?” he asked.

“She’s playing a card game,” Kiara replied. “I considered asking her to join us, but she seems really into it, and I figured the more time she can get interacting with the others, the better.”

“That’s a good notion,” he said.

He was still worried about her, but much less so now. Some people were still weird around her, especially those they’d liberated from the camp, but they seemed to be relaxing. As did she. Hunter sat down at the table with a big bowl of beef stew, some bread, and a big canteen of filtered water. He ate half of it, satisfying his starving stomach, before turning to more serious matters.

“Okay,” he said, noticing they were all looking at him expectantly, “time to talk about our little group. Nicole and Riley have officially joined the relationship. We’ve already spoken of this. How about Diane? I want to ask her to join. She seems to want in.”

“She does,” Kiara replied.

“Well, okay then. Thoughts?”

“We’re fine with it,” Kiara said, and the others nodded.

“All right, cool. I’ll speak with her soon. Second thing, you all seem pretty intent on the idea of the group all living together. Theoretically, if we added another bed on top of the four we already have, this place could probably house all of us. If we’re just thinking about sleeping. On the other hand, that is a lot of people to have in one room, even for sleeping. Although I’ve noticed none of you really seem to have a problem sleeping as a group.”

“No, rabbits are meant to. It’s a holdover from more primitive times, when we lived in warrens instead of pairing off into apartments,” Kiara replied. “We’re rather adaptable, thankfully. And I think we could manage to fit eight of us in here, since all we really need is a bed big enough, and, as we’ve already demonstrated, we can fit the beds together. The room is just big enough for five of them next to each other in a line.”

“Any foreseeable issues?” Hunter asked, looking at the others.

Brooke shrugged. “Nothing I can think of.”

“Nope,” Rain agreed.

“Obviously this won’t work for a long-term solution,” Chloe said, “but we can certainly make this work for the time being.”

“Perfect. We can make this happen tomorrow. I’ll talk with the others. Next thing: the sort of, uh, unspoken divide between you four and the others. I’m not sure how to handle that.”

“You’re the one in charge, Hunter,” Kiara replied, and the others nodded. “We gave ourselves to you. We’ll go with what you decide, when it comes to relationship dynamics. And don’t worry, our devotion is not blind. We will tell you if there are issues. How this best would work is if you tell us what you want to do and we’ll tell you if we have problems with that.”

“All right, fair enough. I want to be unified. I don’t really want there to be separation in terms of grouping, only individuals. And only individuals in the sense that we each have a specific relationship with each other.” He paused, sighed. “This is getting complicated. I mean only in the sense that each of you has a specific relationship with me. With each other, too, obviously, but I don’t want there to be an in group and an out group.”

“That’s logical,” Kiara said, but he thought she and Brooke were looking a little reluctant.

“I’m fine with this,” Chloe said.

“It’s a good idea,” Rain agreed.

“Brooke? Kiara?” he asked.

“I’m fine with it, just…” Kiara murmured.

“Yeah?”

“I think we kind of like the idea of being, you know, your first mates,” Brooke said when Kiara didn’t continue.

“Yeah…” Kiara murmured.

“Is this going to be a problem?”

“No,” Brooke said, glancing at Kiara.

“It won’t,” she agreed.

“I know I’ve got some shit to work through,” Brooke continued, “but I’m committed to not letting that get in the way of your relationship with the others. Riley and Nicole and Diane all deserve to be on the same footing as the rest of us. You want them in the relationship and they want in, and so do we as well.”

“It will be a little more difficult to manage,” Kiara said, “with there being seven of us altogether. But it’s doable. Honestly my only real concern is if you’ll be able to keep up with all of us.”

Hunter laughed. “So far I seem to be doing all right. Speaking of which, final topic: intimacy. You all, to varying degrees, have expressed interest in pleasuring each other during our rutting.”

Brooke, Chloe, and Kiara all began blushing and suddenly not being good with eye contact. Rain, however, suddenly sported a grin that was nearly feral.

“Finally,” she whispered. “Have you done it yet? Any of you?”

“Kiara and Brooke have,” Hunter replied.

“Yes! So we’re doing this? We can do this now? Because I want to be involved with everyone.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Even Riley?”

“Yes, if she’ll have me,” Rain replied.

“That’ll be interesting,” Brooke murmured.

“Well, that will be part of what I talk to her about when I talk to her,” Hunter replied. “For now, however, I find myself very horny. So, how about we end this meeting with all of us taking our clothes off and getting into bed and having a lot of fun?”

All four of them immediately stood up and began stripping.


CHAPTER 7

This was how Hunter came to find himself naked in a huge bed with four equally nude and probably more than equally horny bunny girls.

The first few minutes passed in a blur of nude, soft, warm bodies crawling over him and lips pressing against his own. Each woman took her turn, waiting impatiently as he kissed the woman he was kissing, and finally their impatience grew enough that when Rain was done with her third turn, he pushed her head down towards his crotch and she immediately took his meaning, got down there, and began eagerly sucking his erection.

Before Chloe could take her turn kissing him, he gently pushed Kiara and Brooke towards each other, and they took his meaning and immediately began kissing with a fierce passion. He resumed kissing Chloe, running his hands over her soft, smooth body, enjoying the handfuls of her breasts, the swell of her pleasantly padded ass.

It was definitely bigger than when they’d first met.

So were her breasts, he realized, touching them again.

Before he knew it, Chloe had joined Rain, and then so did Kiara. He kissed Brooke, and then had her straddle his face. She seemed a little uncertain at first, but as he started tonguing her clit and she let out her first impassioned cry of ecstasy, she locked right in.

As he ate Brooke out, one of the girls (Rain, he somehow knew) took it upon herself to start fucking him. He groaned, licking her faster, as Rain began bouncing on his cock with her sweetly slick pussy.

They all took turns after that and he spent some half an hour beneath a rotating group of rabbit girls. Once Brooke had orgasmed and was off his tongue, Kiara immediately hopped on and then Brooke started riding his cock.

By the time he was done, his hips, thighs, and chest and shoulders were more or less covered with their sex juices from all their orgasms.

“Oh, we’re still going?” Chloe panted as he sat up and moved her into position on her back.

“Yes,” he replied, and pulled her legs open, then he grabbed Rain and put her in between Chloe’s legs.

Rain took to this immediately, burying her face in Chloe’s crotch and immediately beginning to eat her out. Chloe let out a surprised cry of bliss, and then so did Rain when he started fucking her from behind.

Her ass looked absolutely perfect, broad and thick and pale and so smooth. He watched himself disappear into the sweet, pink perfection of her pregnant pussy, pounding her and making her let out muffled screams of bliss as she ate out Chloe.

He heard a moan of pleasure come from his left and saw Brooke on her back with her legs open, Kiara lying flat on her stomach, her own face buried in Brooke’s crotch, between those thick, well-muscled thighs, both of Brooke’s hands on the back of Kiara’s head as she went at it.

Kiara’s tight ass looked a little too appealing and he stopped fucking Rain and instead switched over to Kiara and laid down against her, penetrating her from behind and making her moan loud and long.

It was a flurry of activity after that. At some point he became vaguely aware of the fact that Riley had slipped into the room quickly, and when he had finished for the third time, now with Rain atop him, her broad hips in his firm grasp, her screaming each time he thrust hard up into her as he yanked her down against his orgasming erection, he finally looked over and saw Riley sitting in one of the chairs, watching silently.

“Hi,” he panted.

“Hi,” Rain murmured as she fell off of him, though he couldn’t tell if she was confused and responding to him, or echoing this sentiment.

“Hello,” Riley said, and Kiara and Chloe jumped a little, both of them on their backs now, eyes closed, chests heaving as they recovered from the rutting session, his seed leaking out of them, smearing across their inner thighs.

“Oh, hello,” Kiara murmured.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you,” Riley replied with a small smile.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Kiara said, still getting her breath back.

Hunter looked at Riley more intently. She was wearing nothing but a pair of panties. Her breasts looked marvelous as she sat there at ease, grinning at him with a tempting gaze.

“Get those panties off,” he said.

She smiled and stood, began to roll them down her shapely thighs. “Yes, sir.”

…

When Hunter awoke the morning of their second ‘down’ day, he found himself alone in the bed with Riley. Everyone else had gone, and he was curled up against her back, holding her against himself. As he shifted, preparing to get up, she came awake.

“This is so nice to wake up to,” she murmured as she ran a hand slowly up and down his arm.

“Very,” he agreed.

She squeezed his erection gently between her thighs by tensing her muscles, then began grinding them slowly back and forth.

“Will you dominate me?” she asked. “Take me?”

Hunter responded by grasping her arms and forcing them behind her back. She gasped, beginning to pant heavily as he forced her onto her stomach, pressed her wrists into the small of her back with one hand while using his other to angle himself into her.

She cried out as he entered her.

She was intensely wet.

He groaned as he penetrated her, sliding all the way inside of her, and soon she was panting hard as he began fucking her, his other hand now pressing her head into the pillow. Her head rested on its side, so he could see one eye staring up at him, wide and unblinking. Her wolf ears were twitching and he could feel her tail pressed between them.

Hunter fucked her until she’d orgasmed twice, screaming and spasming beneath him, and then he filled her up, letting his own orgasm run wild through both of them, holding her tight so she could barely move as they shared their union of pleasure.

When it was over, they got into the shower together.

“I feel a little guilty for enjoying you so much sometimes,” she murmured as she cleaned herself.

“Why?”

“Just...it was a whole thing I found myself worrying about when it became obvious I didn’t get along with my own people. I like what you do, how much bigger you are than me. I can’t really help it. But I always thought, if I was lucky, I’d end up with a rabbit guy who was nice and accepting, but that I’d always be a little disappointed because he just couldn’t...do what you do, because he was almost certainly going to be smaller than me.” She shrugged uncomfortably. “Which always made me feel, you know, guilty.”

“We like what we like,” Hunter replied. “We don’t really get to control that. And that’s a valid fear, honestly. But it turned out for the best, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, it did,” she agreed, smiling at him. “I guess I can just stop worrying about it.”

“And start enjoying it.”

She sighed. “I am enjoying it, did you not hear me?”

He chuckled. “Good. Also, you and I need to talk about a few things.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Nothing bad. You know Nicole is part of the group relationship now.” She nodded. “I want to invite Diane as well.”

“She’ll probably say yes.”

“Probably. And I want to move both of them in here with us.”

“Oh, wow, that’s...gonna be a tight fit.”

“Are you comfortable with that? We were going to take down the final bunk bed and then bring a fifth bed in and kind of just dedicate half the room to bedding.”

“Yeah, that could work,” she replied.

“But would you be all right with it?”

“Yeah, I’m all right with it.” He looked at her. She sighed. “I am, Hunter. I’m happy where I am. I think ultimately I’d like my own space, once we get into the bigger apartments downstairs, some of them are of a pretty decent size and we could all live there together and I could have my own bedroom, just a small one. And I like everyone here, and I’m sure I’ll get along with Diane, it’s just I don’t like living in a group as much as rabbits do.”

“That makes sense,” he said. “I had gotten that sense from you. And I appreciate you telling me, and for handling it as well as you have. I just want you to remember that you’re a part of this relationship now, and you have a voice in things that change.”

“I appreciate that,” she replied. “I honestly, truly do, because I’ve never really had a relationship where I felt like I was actually fucking heard. And having that feels better than I thought it would, and I already thought it would feel really damned good.”

“Good. Also...I promised I’d tell you about what was bothering me, what I saw in the work camp. I never actually got around to it, but a promise is a promise. So if you still want to hear it, I’ll tell it to you. But it’s pretty bad.”

“I want to hear it,” she said, growing serious. “In my culture...my former culture, though I feel like it’s true of rabbits as well, pain is a burden to be shared with those we love. And...I do love you.” She paused, looked away, her face going a little red. She cleared her throat and ran her hand down her face, stepping out from under the water.

“I love you too, Riley,” he replied.

“Really?”

“Yes. I do. You’re a great woman, and I’m very lucky to have you in my life.”

She smiled, still blushing. She gave him a kiss. “Tell me,” she said, growing more serious again.

He sighed softly. “All right. I’ll keep it short. While I was in the camp, I got into a back building and there were a ton of dead rabbits. Chewed up. It was a feeding ground. That’s why I stayed behind. That’s why I had to personally ensure every single one of them died.”

“They were going feral,” she murmured, frowning more deeply. “I’m sorry you had to see that. And I understand. And I’m glad you...punished them appropriately. And I can see why you’d correctly assume this would be upsetting for me.”

“I don’t look at you any differently, Riley,” he said. “You aren’t them.”

“Sometimes I wonder,” she murmured. “I mean it’s not like I’ve been eyeing anyone for a meal or anything like that, I never would. But I get so pissed off sometimes, it’s so fucking hard to keep from yelling at people sometimes. And over little things, or justifiable things. The way they look at me sometimes, but they can’t help it, and they’re accepting me, so I have no right to get angry.”

“It’s...a complicated subject.”

“It is. But I’m handling it. It just takes time. It’s already a lot better...I am sorry you had to see that, though.”

“Me too. But I guess in a way I’m glad. It lets me know what I’m up against. Shows me just how dangerous they are, how far they’re willing to go. They aren’t holding back.”

“No, they wouldn’t. Let me know if you want to talk about it. I probably can talk with you about it in a way that no one else here could.”

“That’s true. I’ll...consider it.”

“Okay, good. On another note, I would like your help with something today.”

“I’m game, what is it?”

“Those rations we found in the truck, I took a look through them and wanted to make a wolf-style meal. All the ingredients are there and Rain has already agreed to help me. I want to make it for lunch for everyone.”

“I will definitely help you with this, and I think it’s a good idea,” he replied.

She smiled and gave him a hug. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Riley,” he murmured, running his hands up and down her back.

After a moment, they parted and finished cleaning themselves up and preparing for the day ahead.


CHAPTER 8

“Oh, thank God,” Hunter muttered as he activated the final load in the industrial dishwasher and then popped his neck.

“Thank you,” Rain said. “That went so much faster with your help.”

“Everything goes faster with his help,” Riley said.

“Not everything,” Rain murmured. “Sometimes when he helps it takes a lot longer.”

Hunter chuckled when Riley blushed. “I’m just glad I can help, ladies,” he said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to go find your latest wife-sister.”

“I saw her take her meal into her quarters,” Riley said.

“Noted.”

He gave each of them a kiss and then headed out of the kitchen.

It had taken hours, but he thought the wolf meal had turned out pretty well. Some were a little leery of it and ordered something else, but most everyone at least wanted to try it. And they found the meal, which to Hunter resembled a kind of taco salad if you made it taste like hamburgers and steak rather than tacos, good.

As he stepped back out into the main thoroughfare and began heading for Nicole’s room, (he knew she was sharing a space with Diane), he took a measure of the crowd.

The people seemed happy. Calm.

Peaceful, even.

People were laughing, talking, chatting, hugging, a few were crying but it was never a bad vibe when he saw that. There was never discomfort, people awkwardly looking away. Just acceptance, people either hugging or sitting nearby if someone just needed a minute.

He seemed to remember this being an alien concept where he had come from, but he wasn’t sure if that was just the type of people he found himself in the company of, or indicative of the culture as a whole.

Hunter found Nicole’s room and found the door ajar.

He knocked.

“Come in!” she called.

He pushed the door open and stepped in, pushing it mostly closed behind him. He found her sitting at her table, her meal finished and pushed aside in favor of the project she was working on. She was sewing something up.

“Oh, hi,” she said, a little startled when she saw him.

“Hello, Nicole. You okay?” he asked. At this point, it was nearly a reflexive ask. She was a jumpy girl.

“I’m fine,” she said, smiling. “Um, what’s up?”

“I was hoping to talk with you about a few things,” he replied, sitting down across from her.

Her features fell. “Oh.”

“It’s not bad, Nicole. It’s nothing bad...what did you think it was?”

“It’s...you know, nothing,” she replied.

“No, Nicole, come on. Talk to me. Seriously. I’m genuinely asking. What worries you? Life is stressful enough as it is, if I can help with some of your concerns, I want to. You are my mate now.”

She chewed on her lower lip for a moment, staring down at the shirt she was sewing up. Finally, she set it aside and seemed to gather her resolve.

“I’m scared you’re going to change your mind, or that the others are going to resent me,” she said.

“You don’t have to worry about that, Nicole. I’m not going to change my mind. In fact, I came here to talk to you about moving in with us.”

Her face lit up. “Really?!”

“Yes. We discussed it last night. I’m sorry I haven’t talked to you sooner about it, everything has been so insanely busy, but I need to make more time for you, and this is me doing that. And as for the others, trust me, they are happy that you’re part of the group. You’re pregnant with my kits! You’re accepted, Nicole. They love you and they want you more involved.”

“Oh...well, okay,” she said, and her smile seemed less anxious now. Although that didn’t stay true as she glanced at her sewing project.

“What else is bothering you?” he prompted.

She sighed. “We’re going to have to do stuff. All of us. Useful stuff. That’s how it’s going to work in the Warren.”

“This is true,” he agreed.

“And...I never told you what I was going to college for. It was…” she sighed heavily, not quite looking at him, “fashion design.”

“All right. Clearly this concerns you. Why?”

Now she looked at him, her eyes filled with anxiety. “Because what good is a fashion designer in the Warren!?”

“All right, calm down,” he said. It was obvious this was really bothering her. “Here, come here.”

He stood up and then when she did as well, he scooped her off her feet and carried her over to her bed. Laying her down, he got settled beside her and wrapped an arm around her when she rolled against him.

“Better?” he asked.

“Yeah…”

“Listen, Nicole. We aren’t going to kick you out of the Warren.”

“I didn’t say–”

“You didn’t have to. That’s ultimately where this concern is coming from, if you trace it back. But more than that, we’re going to have use for your skillset and your knowledge. Sewing alone is going to be a huge asset. We can’t just make clothes super easily anymore. We need to be able to make what we have last as long as possible. You know how to do that.”

“I do,” she murmured.

“Exactly. And you can teach others. You can pass that knowledge on. And you will. And it’s not like fashion is going to just cease being a consideration. Survival comes first, but eventually, that’s not going to be such a desperate and dire circumstance. And once the basics are covered, there’s a lot more to consider. And one of those things is how we decorate ourselves. There’s a million little ways to fight despair and depression, and being able to sew cool designs or make new clothes is one of those ways.”

Nicole was silent for a moment, then made a kind of noncommittal noise.

“Nicole, listen. While technicians and fighters and doctors are going to be extremely important, that doesn’t mean your skills are unimportant. And, that aside, you know that you can learn new skills. If you wanted to become a doctor or a technician, if you wanted a more significant role in the operation of the Warren or tending to its population, you could do it.”

“...that’s a valid point,” she murmured. She sighed again. “I’m sorry, you’re actually making me feel better, but I’m feeling bad about something else, too.”

“What’s that?”

“I feel...guilty.”

“Why?”

“Besides these feelings of anxiety, ever since I’ve really gotten settled in the Warren, I’m...happy. Happier.”

“Than how you lived before?”

“Yes. And that makes me feel really bad. Half the world is dead and everyone here went through awful shit but I actually like living here more than before. I feel more welcome, and secure. I feel like I have a place here.”

“And you didn’t before.” She shook her head. “I get that it’s confusing, Nicole, but...I think, so long as you don’t go around talking about how much better your life is now that the world’s ending, you’ll be fine. I think you should enjoy it. Because it could be the opposite. You could feel worse. But you don’t, you have a happier life. You should accept that, and not take it for granted.”

“I won’t,” she murmured. “And you’re right. I think it’ll take some time to adjust, though.”

“It will,” he agreed, “but you’ll get there. There’s enough problems without you heaping more on yourself. You aren’t obligated to feel bad, Nicole. And besides,” he settled one hand on her belly, “you do have other responsibilities now.”

She giggled. “Yeah, I do.”

“Hmm.”

“What?”

“I feel a little bulge.”

“Oh, well, yeah. I mean, I’m pregnant.”

“Yeah, it’s just, with the others I don’t feel it yet.”

“Oh, it’s because I’m so skinny. Also it goes faster if you’re young. And I think I’m the youngest among everyone.”

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Twenty. Twenty one in a couple of months.”

“Ooh boy.”

“What?”

“That’s another thing we need to get indexed: birthdays. Um, how do you celebrate birthdays?”

“How do I, or rabbits in general?”

“Rabbits in general.”

“Usually we gather together, share a meal, perhaps exchange gifts, if the person is open to that.”

“Okay, about what I expected.”

She frowned now. “I’m so curious about you. What culture you came from. Who you belonged to originally.”

“Wish I knew,” he half-lied.

“Does it freak you out? Not having your memories?”

“You know, you’d think so, but it really doesn’t. I think it helps that I found good people almost immediately. I don’t really feel like a rabbit, but I do feel comfortable among them. And they seem to accept me.”

“We do. I know I do.” She hugged him more tightly. “And it doesn’t bother me. I like how you look, how you are. You’re so huge, but you’re so nice, and gentle. I’m not scared of you. I was the first time I saw you. I almost pissed my pants.”

He chuckled. “Sorry.”

“It was a stressful time. But the fear didn’t last. Once I saw how you were with them, and how just...sure you seemed about everything you do, I just...fell in love.” She was silent for a moment. “Is that okay?”

“Yes, Nicole, that’s okay. We are mated. I love you, too.”

She laughed softly, then rubbed her face against his chest. “I love you, Hunter.”

He ran a few fingers slowly down one of her floppy white-furred ears and she gasped softly. He kept doing it and felt her begin to squirm against him.

“You’re making me want to rut,” she murmured.

“Is that such a bad thing?”

“...no.”

“How do you want to do it?” he asked as he started pulling her clothes off.

“I want to be mounted, from behind, like how you did it with Riley. That was really, really hot.”

Her face was bright red now and her ears were twitching. He kissed her, and she came out of her shy shell once again, shoving her tongue into his mouth. He kissed and pleasured her until her patience grew too thin, then he grabbed her and got her up onto her hands and knees. She was panting as he got his shirt off. He didn’t bother with his pants, just unzipped and pulled his erection out and plunged back into that sweet pink perfection.

Their rutting didn’t last long, but it was intense. She panted and moaned and by the end of it was screaming as she orgasmed and took a series of hard spurts of his seed.

When it was over, she lay on her side, panting, his seed slowly leaking out of her.

“That was so good,” she whispered, her eyes wide. “I didn’t know it was going to be like this.”

“I’m glad I could surprise,” he replied, running his fingertips idly down her arm. “You’re so very beautiful, Nicole.”

She laughed softly, shy again. “Thanks. I feel like I’m so out of my depths, though. Everyone else in the relationship is so hot and smart and capable.”

“You’re also hot and smart and capable, you just need more time to see it. That’s really the only difference between you. They were like you. In some ways, they still are. They all have their own insecurities. Even Riley.”

“Riley…” she murmured.

“Does she scare you?”

“No. Well...I mean, she did. But she doesn’t now. She always looked so angry, but we finally talked some and she’s nice. And I guess she has a lot of reasons to be angry. I’d be angry all the time if I was a wolf and this had happened.”

“How do you feel about her being here, in the Warren?”

“Good,” Nicole replied firmly. “She deserves to be here. And it’s good to see her. It’s like...not all the wolves are bad. It’s proof.”

“Not all wolves are bad,” he agreed. “Okay, do you want to move one of these beds and your stuff out of here to your new home?”

“Yes!” she said eagerly, sitting up. But then she frowned. “But what about Diane? It’s just us in here. She’ll be sad.”

“I want her to come, too. In fact, that’s something I wanted to talk with you about. You’re part of the group now, which means you get a voice, you get a say in what happens. In our relationship, in our home, in our lives. Are you comfortable with Diane becoming my mate, too? And her living with us?”

“Yes!” she replied immediately. “I want that. Diane is so cool, and she’s so nice, and she’s been through a lot. And she really likes you. I think she loves you. And I know she’d be happy to be your mate, and live with us. She’s lonely.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah. She hates her ex-husband, but she misses him, and what they had.”

“Wonder what she’d do if he showed up.”

“Probably punch him in the face.”

Hunter chuckled. “Yeah, that sounds like her. She’s a real hardass. Okay then, you and Diane will be my mates, and live with us. You think she’s going to be okay with Riley?”

“Yeah. We talked about it. Honestly, I think she gets Riley more than I do...you know, if anyone scares me, it’s actually Brooke.”

“Why Brooke? She didn’t say anything to you, did she?”

“No, she wasn’t mean to me or anything. She’s just...really intimidating. She is angry a lot, and she’s so strong and big. She’s nice, but she’s a bit...gruff. I can see why you two get along so well.”

He chuckled. “Yeah. It was kind of rough in the beginning. She put a gun in my face the first time we met.”

“Really?!”

“Yeah. I mean, she didn’t know who I was. And then I took the gun away and put it in hers. Because I didn’t really know who she was. And then it took some time for her to lower her defenses. She’s...got some issues she’s been grappling with. But she’s a lot happier now, too. Maybe you could talk to her about that.”

“Maybe…”

“Come on, let’s get started. We can get the bed and your stuff moved, then I can track down Diane and give her the good news.”

“All right! Let me get cleaned up,” she said, hopping up off the bed and scurrying into the bathroom.


CHAPTER 9

“This is kind of like dorm living again, only everything’s better,” Nicole said as she gathered her things.

They’d moved the bed and got it locked into place, and he’d also just gone ahead and taken down the other bunk bed and put that in place, too. Now their bedroom was half-consumed by one giant bed that more or less went wall-to-wall.

Once that was done, they’d gone back to her room to finish getting her stuff together.

“Yeah, now you get to sleep with your boyfriend and a bunch of cool girls and there’s no curfew and we can fuck as much as you want,” he replied.

Nicole let out a small laugh and he saw her blushing when she turned back towards him. “Yeah,” she murmured.

“I’ve got one more question.”

She finished gathering up her clothes and pushed them into her backpack. “Yeah?”

“So something I’ve learned about is that when there’s multiple women in a relationship with one guy, they tend to want to get sexual with each other during rutting.”

Now she blushed a lot worse. “Oh...yeah, I’ve heard of that,” she replied, smiling an embarrassed smile.

“Would you be interested in that? It’s already happening between most of them.”

“I...yeah, yes. I’d like to try that. I’ve been kind of curious what it would be like.”

He grinned. “Good. Don’t worry, it’ll go fine. It’s been amazing so far. Anyone you’ve got an eye on in particular?”

She swallowed and zipped up her pack. “Chloe.”

“I’m sure Chloe would be happy to enjoy your company. What about her caught your attention?”

“I’m not sure,” she replied, and began looking around the room once more. “Her glasses, and she always wears that doctor’s coat. She seems so...stern, and I guess I like that.”

“Good thing you’ve got me then.”

“Yeah.”

“Now hurry up and let’s go.”

“Okay,” she said, her smile widening a little more.

He found himself studying her cute butt in the jeans she wore as she looked under the remaining beds. Her shirt rode up and he could see the puff of fur of her tail. It was still strange to him that they had ears and tails and nothing else, but he was pretty much used to it by now. Mostly he found himself wondering why.

He wondered how he would’ve felt if he’d hopped into the universe where everyone was a bit less anthropomorphic, covered in fur and given claws and bigger teeth and other, more animal features.

Probably about the same, he admitted to himself.

Brooke would still be a sexy hardass even if she was covered in white fur and had a face closer to a rabbit’s.

“Okay, I’m ready,” Nicole said, standing up and grabbing her pack.

He nodded and led her out, and almost walked into Diane.

“Hey...what’s happening?” she asked.

“Diane, I was just about to start looking for you,” Hunter replied. He gave Nicole a pat on her fit ass. “Go on, get settled in. We’ll talk later.”

“Okay!” She gave him a quick kiss and then scurried off. Hunter tilted his head and headed back inside, and Diane followed him.

“So you finally made it official?” Diane asked as she surveyed the room.

“We did,” he agreed, “and I want to make it official with you, too.”

Diane looked over at him, startled. “You want...me to move in with you?”

“Yes. And be part of the relationship.”

“Are you sure?” she asked uncertainly, sitting down on one of the beds.

“I am. I wouldn’t be extending the offer otherwise. I’ve spoken about it with all the others.”

“All of them?”

“Yes. Kiara, Rain, Chloe, and Brooke. Riley and Nicole. Everyone’s comfortable with you joining and with you moving in with us. We’ve got a big enough bed to accommodate now.”

“That must be a big bed,” she murmured.

“Yeah, we had to fit five of them together, that’s why one’s missing in here now.” She didn’t say anything, still looking surprised. Hunter shifted uncomfortably. “I’m sorry I haven’t been spending as much time with you as I should have, it’s just, with everything going on I’ve been so busy.”

She seemed to come back to herself again. “Oh no, I get that, Hunter. I’m not upset. Honestly, I’ve been kind of feeling the same thing. I’ve been so busy, helping people out, trying to get everyone settled in. There’s a million and one things that need doing, everyone’s got two or three little things they need help with...I’m just surprised, is all. I didn’t really think you’d ask me to join.”

“Well, I am rather attracted to you.”

She smiled and one of her ears twitched. “Kind of strange.”

“Is it?”

“I’m not exactly young anymore.”

“That’s kind of a plus in my book.” She raised an eyebrow at him. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my ladies as they are, but I do also have a love of finely aged women.”

She laughed. “Really?”

“Really. And, more than that, you’re just attractive. You’re brave and sure of yourself without being cocky about it. You’re a bit of a hardass. Plus, you’ve just really got a nice ass.”

She laughed again, a little more freely. “Well, thank you, Hunter.” She paused and slowly lost her smile, then sighed. “I’ll take you up on your offer, I’m quite taken with you. I guess I’m just still kind of moody over my ex-husband.”

“That’s very understandable, Diane. He betrayed you. He completely betrayed you, and he’s a piece of shit for doing that. You didn’t deserve that, and he didn’t deserve you.”

“You really think so?” she murmured.

“No, I know so. I’ve seen you in action, Diane. I’ve seen you taking care of Nicole. I’ve seen you rolling up your sleeves and doing what needs to be done. Stepping up when someone asks, even if you don’t want to. And I’ve also seen you sucking my dick, and you are really good at that. That and riding it. You are amazing in bed.”

She chuckled awkwardly and her cheeks went red. “You’re pretty good yourself.” She studied him more closely. “You don’t really know what this relationship is like from my perspective, I think. You’re a million times more amazing than I am, and it’s really obvious, but you talk to me like we’re equals.”

“We are,” he replied flatly. “Anything else causes problems. I don’t mind taking control if it’s handed to me, which pretty much all of you have done so far, but being in control doesn’t mean we aren’t equals.”

“That’s kind of how it was with my ex-husband. Men tend to run the household anyway, even if they aren’t very good at it. And he wasn’t. I was the one who was good at it. But I was the wife. And that grated on him. I think it eroded our relationship.”

“It definitely did.”

“You’re better at running a household than I am, though. It’s not that I want to be in control anyway, it’s just that I could be if I had to. I just wanted him to step up more, or admit it if he didn’t know what to do. I won’t have to worry about any of that with you, will I?”

“No, you will not. I’m asking you to join me as a partner.”

“The other girls will be okay with it?”

“Yes. Honestly, they’re thrilled. I know Nicole will be. And the others like you. Really, the only thing that might not be a great fit immediately is Riley. I don’t know how you might feel sleeping in the same room as a wolf…”

“I’ll admit, it’ll take some getting used to. I guess I don’t know Riley all that well, but Nicole seems taken with her. Kiara, too. I have to admit, that was a choice I probably wouldn’t have made, but it does seem like the right one now. Having her here, in the Warren, has been...enlightening. And she seems like a sweet woman, if a bit reserved, maybe a little grumpy.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I’d say that’s all accurate.”

“Are you going to breed her, too?”

“Um, that’s to be decided. Speaking of which, when was the last time you got a scan?”

“Two days ago,” she replied. “But…”

“But what?”

“I think I’m pregnant. I don’t know why, but I woke up this morning with this thought, just clear as a bell: I’m pregnant now. I’ve been meaning to get a scan but I’m also kind of scared to. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I’m too old now. Certainly it hasn’t been for a lack of trying,” she said, grinning at him.

“True. Well...come on, let’s get a scan together.”

“You sure you don’t have better things to do?”

“Right now? No. Right now my ‘better thing’ to do is you.”

She laughed, standing up. “If I’m not pregnant, you’ll have to do me.”

“I’m committed to breeding you as much as is necessary,” he replied, taking her hand.

“We should do it anyway to celebrate if I am pregnant,” she murmured.

“We will.”

They walked through the Warren, towards the infirmary. Through the crowd, through the refugees picking up pieces of a hundred shattered lives, seeing what was left, what might fit together, what new shapes they might make. Talking, hugging, eating, playing cards. Someone had found a guitar somewhere and was playing it mildly while a dozen others sat around, watching and smiling. Three were crying silently.

He’d seen this before, he realized suddenly.

Lots of times, that’s why it was so familiar. How many wartorn countries had he passed through? Fought in? Fought for or against? A dozen. Two dozen. A hundred? He was suddenly sure that even if he got all his memories back, here and now, they would still be a confused blur, a smear of people and places and events and death, all of it broken up by staccato muzzle flash and viewed through a greasy film of blood.

How many camps of the displaced, the wounded, the homeless, the starving, the tormented had he walked through? Slept in? Helped defend?

Helped assault?

He prayed not.

But how could he know?

Hunter led her into the infirmary, which was empty now. He helped her up onto the table and started running the scan.

“What do you want to do in the Warren?” he asked. “Going forward, I mean.”

“I thought maybe I wanted to be a teacher,” she replied, looking up at him fondly. “But I don’t think that’s for me anymore. I want…”

“Tell me.”

“I want you to teach me how to be a soldier, and then I want to teach others.” He raised an eyebrow. “I can do it,” she added, a little defensively.

“Seeing you in action, I don’t really doubt that. It’s just an interesting choice, is all.” He paused as the bed chimed and looked down. He smiled. “You’re pregnant.”

She gasped. “Are you sure? I mean are you really sure?”

“I’m sure, Diane. This thing doesn’t really seem to miss. You’re pregnant. Now we gotta let it run for a bit longer and figure out how many.”

“Oh my goodness,” she whispered, laughing. “Oh wow. I’m pregnant. Oh...I was so scared it was too late. But it isn’t. Oh man, I’m pregnant.”

“You’re pregnant,” he said, laying a hand against her belly. “We will have kits.”

“We will,” she whispered, putting her hand over his and looking up at him. Her eyes were wet. She blinked and shed a few tears, then reached up and wiped with her other hand. “You’re going to be the most amazing father.”

“I sure hope so,” he muttered.

“You will. Why else would you have so many pregnant mates?”

He shrugged. He supposed she had a point. It was clear that instinct was a lot more powerful, and accurate, over here. They all had to sense something that perhaps he himself couldn’t even sense.

“I want you to teach me today,” she said. “After we rut. Right after this. I know how to shoot, I know the basics of guns. I did grow up on a farm. Know some basic fighting, too. But teach me what to do to train my body and my mind, to do what you do.”

“It’s not gonna be easy.”

“I figured.”

“I’ll only be able to do so much once you hit a certain point in your pregnancy. Training is very rigorous, very taxing. It takes a heavy toll on the body. And you’re going to need that energy for the kits.”

“Yeah, you’re right. That’s why I want to get started now.” She looked down at herself. “I know I’m a little chubby and I don’t look it, but I’m actually in pretty good shape.”

“Oh, I believe it. The way you can ride my dick with just your legs, hands resting on your thighs as you squat down again and again…” He grinned down at her as she blushed. “I want that again.”

“Then you’re going to get it,” she replied, panting a little already. “I’ll take you back to my room and I’ll fucking ride your dick until it explodes.”

He began to respond but the bed chimed once more. He looked down. Grinned.

“We’re having twins.”

Diane’s pretty, mature face lit up and she began getting up. “Let’s celebrate.”

She cried out as he picked her up and began carrying her out of the infirmary.


CHAPTER 10

“I’m going on my own, that’s final,” Hunter said firmly as he finished checking over his tiger rifle.

He could sense Brooke standing beside him, almost fuming, wanting to say something more, to keep arguing, but she remained silent. He finished up, slapping a fresh magazine into place and then he turned to look at her.

“I’m sorry, but it has to be this way,” he said.

“Why? Why does it have to be this way?” she pressed.

Hunter almost brushed her off, but checked himself when he realized that. Shit, he was supposed to be getting better about this. Although perhaps this was getting better about it, because he’d actually caught it.

This was a testament to how pent-up he felt now. Two solid days in the Warren with no time outside beyond a quartet of cursory exterior checks and confirmation that, yep, it was still snowing.

He needed to do something.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and Brooke relaxed, just a little. “You have to understand, Brooke, I often work better alone. It’s what I trained for, what I was designed for, in a way. I’m meant to be a single unit, moving through enemy territory, completing objectives quickly and quietly. And if I’m alone down there, I don’t have to worry about you, or anyone else. I won’t have to divide my attention. Also, realistically, I’m the one by far most capable of handling a Trinket. Which I expect to find down there.”

“You’re saying I’m not good enough,” she replied, a little stiffly.

“I’m saying that your amount of experience and your level of physical augmentation is far surpassed by my own. Am I wrong?” She crossed her arms. “Babe, I’m not trying to insult you, but I need an answer to this question.”

“No,” she growled finally, “you aren’t wrong. And you aren’t wrong about the rest of it, either. I just...really want to go with you. I hate the idea of you going down into that place alone.”

“I understand. I really do. But this is the way it has to be. And you are going to be in charge of the rescue squad. That isn’t a bullshit job.”

She sighed, finally relaxing the rest of the way. “I know, I know. I’m not saying it is. I just...am frustrated. But I can let it go. I can be professional.”

“Good, because that’s what I need from you right now.” He looked over her shoulder at Chloe, Kiara, and Lucy. “All of you.”

“We’ve got this,” Chloe replied tightly, but she was just as white in the face as Kiara was. Lucy, at least, had a poker face.

He supposed she didn’t have quite the personal investment in this as the others did.

“And we’ll be able to stay in touch, at least,” Kiara said.

“Right, I’ll be handling comms,” Lucy added helpfully.

“We should get going,” Hunter said with a bit of finality.

The others nodded and made room, backing out of the armory. He paused to do one last check, make sure he had everything: bladed rifle, pistol on his hip (he’d replaced his tactical sidearm with a fuck-off giant-caliber six-shooter for stopping power alone), double-barreled shotgun over his back, second pistol on his ankle, combat knife on his other hip, ammo, two fragmentation grenades, two charges of plastic explosives (very small), field medical kit, and field technical kit.

And radio, of course.

They’d managed to wrangle up a wraparound earpiece and keyed it to the Warren’s internal communications network.

He was good to go. Or as good as he was going to get.

Hunter marched out of the armory and made for the exit. It was time to do this. The others followed in his wake. As he stepped out into the hexagonal hallway and passed by the main thoroughfare, he noticed it was extremely quiet. He flicked a glance that way, saw a lot of solemn eyes staring back at him.

They all knew what was happening, what was at stake.

Those who he was pretty sure were going to be the first real recruits in his security force had turned up and were armed. Penny, Diane, Alice, Niko, Felix, and Luke. Three others as well that he had yet to really get to know, two had been security personnel and one had been a survival enthusiast. They had been numbered among those rescued from the work camp.

They were his rescue squad, in case things went really wrong, and also the security forces who would stand guard around the stairwell while he was down there.

Hunter tried to think of something to say, but nothing came to mind, so he simply nodded to the huge group who had come to watch (or, more realistically, wait) from a safe distance and walked off to do this job.

“Cut it,” he said to Riley once he’d arrived and confirmed there’d been no signs of activity from the other side.

They’d managed to scrounge up a cutting torch and she knew how to use it. Riley nodded and flipped down the goggles.

“Don’t look at this,” she said, and then activated the torch.

Hunter squinted but found that otherwise he didn’t need to look away. He kept focused on the door. He didn’t want to cut the damned thing, because it would leave a hole they couldn’t close. Lucy had assured him that they could replace it with the right tools and the right door, which should theoretically exist in a storage area down in the lowest level, but he was very dubious about that.

Apparently, they had a big storeroom of spare parts, but, she had stressed, only basic spare parts. Unfortunately, they hadn’t yet gotten around to hauling over the most important parts. Which pissed him off to no end.

Riley finished cutting the door and it fell inward with a tremendous clang that made everyone but Hunter jump. Riley immediately backed away from the opening as Hunter, Brooke, and Kiara covered it with their weapons.

They waited, staring into the dark pit that lay beyond.

The sound finished echoing away down the stairwell and only silence remained. They waited a full two minutes before Hunter finally moved forward and carefully entered the landing beyond. He found darkness there…

And nothing more.

He relaxed, slightly, though frowned when he saw a small, dark smear on the top step. The vague outline of a footprint, bare. Old blood, maybe, or oil.

The Trinket that had come knocking, who knew how long ago.

“Stick to the plan,” Hunter said.

Brooke nodded tightly, looking rigid and unhappy, but in control.

He held the eyes of her, Kiara, Chloe, and Riley briefly but strongly, and then he turned away from them and began his march down the stairs.

Hunter activated his nightvision. It bothered him greatly that there was only a single stairwell that connected the levels. Lucy had explained it as there being exits at every level (save for the lowest one), and it should be big enough to accommodate everyone who might need to use it in an emergency, but he wasn’t sure.

It was plenty big, though, the stairs about three times as wide as he’d expect a typical stairwell to be. With a soft sigh, Hunter began his descent.

It was time to finally face this.

Hunter descended, easing his way down the stairs, making as little noise as possible. He peered over the edge, looking down the deep distance between the stairways, trying to catch any glimpse of movement, but there was nothing.

He smelled the scent of decay and oil, but it was incredibly faint, almost nonexistent.

That was encouraging, at least.

The footprints grew gradually more defined as he descended. He wondered what it was the awful thing had been looking for, but he already knew the answer to that: resources. They obviously needed two things to build themselves: tech and corpses.

God, he hoped they were corpses.

Hunter jumped a little as his radio crackled. “Is everything okay?” Brooke whispered.

He could actually hear her voice doubled, as he was still close enough to the top. He sighed softly, thinking about her standing there with her assault rifle, an anxious look carved into her expression.

“Brooke,” he replied quietly but firmly, “we talked about this. You can’t break these rules. You cannot. This is life or death.”

“I-right. Sorry.”

Hunter retrained his focus on his surroundings. This was exactly why he’d insisted on going alone. He loved Brooke, he loved his other mates, but they simply didn’t have the discipline that he needed for this kind of op. Out in the woods was one thing, but they clearly had more difficulty in places like this.

Dark and silent and horrifying.

Hunter finished ghosting down the steps until he arrived at the doorway to the second level. It was intact, which held with what Lucy had told him. Each of the levels had their own, independent emergency lockdown circuit, and apparently the one up top had still been a little buggy, meaning it was easier to trip.

So it was very possible that the next levels down wouldn’t be tripped, and that was the case.

Hunter went to push the open button and hesitated as he saw an old, dark smear on it. In his mind’s eye, he could see some ticking, whirring, glowing-eyed horror pressing this button and stalking inside on its dark task.

He went back and peered over the edge one more time, then stepped back up to the door and hit the button.

Nothing but an empty reception area awaited him.

Hunter stepped out and swept the air with his gaze and his muzzle. It was bigger, he noticed immediately, about twice the size of the one up top.

“I’m in, no sign of trouble yet,” he said.

“Check,” Brooke replied tightly.

There was so much to read in her voice. She had the tone of someone who had fucked up and knew that they had fucked up, and what was worse, in front of someone they really looked up to, someone who was counting on them, and they had committed with the harshest sincerity to not doing it again. He felt bad for her, wanted to reassure her, but right now he needed that rigid adherence to protocol.

Hunter stepped up into the hexagonal hallway, which was about the same size as the other one. He made a slow circuit of it, staring down each of the thoroughfares in passing. He had studied the map that Lucy had managed to draw up, so he knew what he was seeing.

Each thoroughfare was a wing that contained an apartment block, a dining hall, and one unique amenity. Down this one would be a combination park and arboretum. He peered down the long, dark stretch of passageway and saw nothing of interest, just a lot of doors and empty space.

Down the next one would be the gym. Down the next, the hydroponics bay. And down the final one, the infirmary, a proper medical bay this time, with patient rooms and more storage and surgical bays.

Each passageway showed more of the same: closed doors and empty spaces. The emergency lighting was not on down here, it was pitch black, making him more grateful than ever for his enhanced vision. He was using his heat vision as well, but it was showing him nothing.

He got into central command after that and cleared it. Here, he found more evidence of the Trinket scout. Smears of blood and oil and some chunks of dried flesh across one of the workstations. It had tried to get into the computer network. Had it succeeded?

He didn’t think so, which wouldn’t make much sense. Whoever had built these things had an insane level of tech, wouldn’t they be able to get into a simple network?

What if they had already?

“This floor seems clear,” Hunter said as he settled in at the main console in the security center. “Lucy, if there was someone else in the network, would you be able to tell?”

“Yes,” she replied. “That was actually one of the first things I looked for when I got here, but I saw no other points being accessed and, furthermore, haven’t seen any logged. As of right now, there’s just me. And now you, I see you trying to login.”

“Good,” Hunter said, but still felt uncomfortable, like he was missing something important.

He punched in the credentials and navigated the menus until he unlocked this level’s internal network and granted her access. He’d have to do this at each level.

“I’m in,” she said. “You want lights?”

“Keep them off,” he replied.

“...all right.”

“I work better in the dark.” Hunter stood up. “You have security?”

“Yes, and thankfully the cameras don’t need light. Looks vacant down there.”

“Yep. I’m going to begin my check. Prepare to hopefully be bored for the next hour.”

“Ready and willing,” Lucy replied, and Hunter chuckled.

He stepped back out of the central command area and headed for the nearest apartment block. This was going to take a while.

…

He found nothing.

Hunter checked every apartment, every storage room, every spot he could think of where someone or something might conceivably be hiding, and he found nothing.

Honestly, as far as he could tell, it looked like the Trinket scout hadn’t even gone into any of the other areas.

It was a mixed bag of a hunt. Great to find nothing dangerous, but he also found nothing in the way of supplies. They hadn’t managed to get this floor stocked either, and Lucy said she wasn’t sure if they’d managed to get anything for the other floors, but probably not.

“There’s not a damn thing here,” Hunter said as he headed back to the stairs. “Looks like almost all of it’s never been touched. I’m heading down to the next level now.”

“Got it,” Lucy replied.

Hunter descended another two sets of stairs and came to an identical door. Opened it and stepped into an identical receiving area.

He sighed softly. Yeah, this was definitely going to take a while.

An hour passed as he cleared the third level, and then another hour passed as he cleared the fourth. It was always more of the same. Empty apartments, vacant corridors, everything pretty much pristine and intact and void of anything useful. Bare cupboards and empty pantries and vacant shelves. Hunter had the idea that he’d spent a long time crushing his expectations into shape over the years, doing his best to minimize disappointment.

Had he backslid since coming here? He felt disappointed.

Maybe that experiment or the resulting accident had screwed with his emotional stability. Or maybe he just hadn’t been as emotionally rigid as he assumed.

Hunter did his best to put it out of his mind as he descended to the fifth level, the final living quarters level before the last level that held all the major utilities. He wanted to skip to that one but no, he was doing this by the book.

It became a lot easier to put the disappointment out of his mind as he stepped into the fifth level.

“Holy shit,” he muttered.

“What’s happening?” Brooke asked immediately.

“They’ve definitely been through here. It looks...gutted. Hold on.”

Hunter knew that if power was running to this place, sparks would be shooting from a dozen places in this room alone. It looked like the set of a disaster movie. The walls were broken open in several places, and in some places whole sections had been removed, exposing the guts of the Warren. And it had indeed been gutted.

Wires stripped, pipes ripped out, tech torn free.

There was debris scattered across the carpeted floor. The tears in the wall were brutal and efficient but not at all neat. He could imagine dead rabbits and wolves and lizards in here, dead people with glowing eyes and metal for fingers and sparking wires sticking out of them in wrong, random places. Dead things twitching and tearing in the darkness beneath the dirt.

It was like a mosaic in his mind.

“There’s big holes in the wall,” he muttered into the radio, “lots of stuff ripped out. They were scavenging, they had to be. More resources to build more Trinkets.”

“Why not the other levels?” Brooke murmured.

“Dunno. Maybe we showed up and scared them off? Maybe something else. I gotta search this place now,” he said.

He got into command and found it gutted, too, although not as gutted as he expected. A few of the terminals were intact, including the main one on the raised dais, and when he tried to boot it up it turned on. Glancing around, he punched in the codes and hooked Lucy in.

“Oh wow,” she muttered after a moment, “it’s pretty bad. Pretty torn up. I can’t get into hardly anything. Gonna be blind down here except for...two cameras. Both of which show nothing but...man a lot of torn up hallway, yeah, you were right, it’s bad down there.”

“I think we know what happened to the main utilities,” Hunter grunted as he got up and headed back out.

“Yeah,” Lucy murmured, just a little anxious now.

“The real question is why’d they stop? I’m going to get this search out of the way and then hit the utilities.”

Hunter plunged into the torn passageways, more cautious this time around.

It looked like they’d gotten into everything. In the apartments, the beds were missing. Not just the frames but the mattresses and pillows and blankets, too. They’d taken it wholesale. He wondered what in the hell they could want with pillows.

Some ghostly voice in his skull whispered something about using every part of the kill and he shuddered a little.

The Clockwork Trinkets would find a use for it. They’d find a use for all of it.

In the bathrooms, the sink, toilet, and shower had been torn out.

In the dining hall, the tables were gone, the serving lines were smashed, the ovens had all been ripped out.

In his mind’s eye again, he saw the Trinkets moving like ants, hauling crumbs and bits from a dropped doughnut back to the anthill. Writhing and wriggling like blind maggots through these dark tunnels in the dirt. No sound, no emotion, no expression.

Nothing but a mockery of life after death, gathering these resources up to make more of themselves and to…

And what?

What else were they doing?

What was their ultimate goal?

In the end, he wound up back at the stairwell finding not a single Trinket. The only fresh twist on the mystery of the Trinkets was that they had clearly stopped at some point. One of the apartment block wings was virtually untouched.

Like they’d been interrupted and quit for some reason.

Could it have been when they’d arrived?

Why would that scare them into inactivity, though? A dozen Trinkets could overwhelm them and slaughter every one of them kind of easily.

He still didn’t know their damned goals.

The end of the stairwell wasn’t like the others. Instead of a door in the side wall big enough to admit people, this one terminated in a rectangular room with a bigger door at its far end. It was almost like a bank vault.

And there was a big problem.

“Got an issue here,” he said as he walked slowly up to the door that was supposed to let him into the utilities section.

“What?” Brooke replied immediately.

“Looks like they sealed up the way into the next level. Big metal plate over it. Well, a few metal plates fused together to make one big one. And it looks different.”

“Different how?” Lucy asked.

“Different kind of metal.” He rapped on it with his knuckles twice. “I think it’s sterner stuff...Riley, Brooke, get down here with the cutting torch, and a portable scanner.”

“Coming,” Brooke replied.

“Lucy, how many ways are there into the last level?” he asked.

“Four,” she replied. “The one you’re at now, two elevators that only connect the fifth level to the sixth, and two airlocks that let out into caves.”

“What’s the quickest way to get to the airlock exteriors?”

“Um...hold on,” she muttered. He could hear Riley and Brooke hustling down the stairs. “if you got out of the north lock on the fifth level, it lets out into a cave. They cut a hole through the rock down to another cave below it and installed a ladder.”

“Noted. And the other?”

“You’ll be able to reach both once you head down the ladder, just have to take a walk through a tunnel.”

“Got it. Realistically, could we cut through the airlocks using the torch we have now?”

“No,” she replied. “They’re too thick and they’re made of stronger metal than the internal doors.”

“Fantastic,” he muttered.

Riley and Brooke appeared, looking tense and anxious, sweat glistening on their faces.

“Scan the metal,” he said, “see if we can cut this.”

Riley nodded, setting the torch on the floor for the moment and activating the scanner.

“You all right?” Hunter asked, looking at Brooke.

“Not really,” she replied. “These fucking things scare the shit out of me, and now we know for a fact they’ve been in here. But where are they? I’m happy we don’t have to fight them yet, but I also kind of would feel better if we had.”

“Yeah, then we’d know where they are,” Hunter agreed. “But we can handle them.”

Brooke jumped a little as the scanner chimed. Riley sighed. “No, I can’t cut this. It’s too much. Different kind of metal, the torch doesn’t get hot enough to cut. We’d need a much stronger one.”

“Great,” he growled. “All right, head back upstairs and wait. I need to try the other ways inside.”

They nodded and headed back up with a mixture of relief and reluctance. Once they were gone, Hunter headed back upstairs and tracked down the elevators. He found them in their own special place in the command center, looking unassuming.

“Lucy, can you open one of these up?” he asked.

“Um...I think so, hold on.” A minute went by in the gloom. Hunter thought he heard something elsewhere in the Warren, but ultimately decided it was his imagination. The door opened suddenly. “Did that work?”

“Yes.”

Hunter was tempted to just take it down, but he didn’t trust it enough. Instead, he zeroed in on an emergency escape hatch in the floor. He had it open in about twenty seconds and prepared to lower himself through, but stopped short as he actually got a look through it.

About three feet down the shaft was a solid metal barrier. It had been welded firmly into place. It covered the whole shaft, basically acting as a new floor, and looked to be made the same material as the other stuff.

Great.

Hunter repeated his actions in the second elevator, but its own shaft had been similarly sealed. Frustration and fear mounting, he instead headed for the north airlock. Cycling through, he kept his rifle at the ready, prepared for anything.

His instincts told him he would find nothing, though. This place was a ghost town.

But why was it a ghost town?

Sure enough, the airlock let out into a dead, dark cave. There were signs of life: some lighting and wiring had been strung up and hammered into the rock, he saw a few empty candy wrappers and other miscellaneous trash strewn about the ground, and he saw the ladder.

“Elevator shafts are sealed off too, I’m taking the ladder now. Gonna try my luck at the airlocks,” he said.

Lucy just gave him an affirmative.

Hunter could just barely stuff himself into the space the ladder occupied. He hurried down it, his eagerness to figure this mystery out mounting. As he hopped down, he forced himself to relax. He was going to get himself killed if he kept on like this.

He came into another cave, this one smaller, and saw the airlock. He frowned as he approached it. Even with his nightvision, he could see singe marks right down the middle. He tried the codes anyway. Nothing happened.

They had welded it shut, and probably disabled it for good measure.

“North airlock is welded shut,” he reported as he began looking around.

“Tunnel to your left, if you’re facing the airlock,” Lucy replied, her voice tinny now over the earpiece.

“Got it.”

Hunter located the tunnel and headed down it. It curved around the exterior of the Warren. He kept his mind clear as he moved down it, always on the lookout for hiding places or shadowy niches or traps of some kind. Questions kept wanting to creep in, though. Why had they done this? If this airlock was also closed, it would mean they had sealed themselves up inside the lowest level of the Warren.

Or, at the very least, had sealed it in and then gone somewhere else.

In either case, why? What purpose would it serve?

He could generate a couple of scenarios, but the problem was always the same: not enough info. What drove the Trinkets? Or, well, that wasn’t really the question, because it was programming that drove the Trinkets.

What drove the people who had invented the Trinkets?

The tunnel ended in another cave that seemed little different from the last one. The last of his hope collapsed as he saw similar singe marks and tried to open this one as well.

“It’s sealed, too,” he said, already turning and making his way back. “I’m coming back up.”

…

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Kiara murmured as Hunter put his gear away in the armory. He hadn’t a had chance to fire a single bullet.

He wasn’t sure if he should be disappointed in that or not.

“No, it doesn’t,” he agreed, “but it’s good news, technically.”

“How?” Brooke asked. She seemed angry.

It made sense. Fear was always the root of anger.

“We have access to three untouched levels now. We’re going to begin occupying the next level down. We’ve got a working hospital, a working hydroponics bay, which we’re going to start seeding immediately. We have more space for everyone, and for future refugees. We have a relatively secure Warren.”

“Yeah, relatively secure,” Brooke muttered.

“It’s pretty damn secure. We have cameras down there, we have access to all the airlocks now. We’ll know if someone’s trying to get in. The only place left in the entire Warren that Trinkets might realistically be is completely sealed off. They probably couldn’t get out without being pretty obvious about it. These are positives. It’s also a positive that they apparently stopped tearing apart the main utilities systems.” He looked at Lucy. “Right? Still no further damage?”

“Correct,” she replied. “Got it set to ping me if anything changes at all.”

“Perfect. So either they’re in there and not doing much of anything, or they sealed it up and walked away for some reason.”

“What if they’re building a bomb or something?” Brooke asked anxiously.

“They wouldn’t do that.”

“How do you know?”

“They’re resource-driven. They wouldn’t waste resources like that.” Hunter finished setting his gear back in its place after unloading it and then stepped out of the armory. “That being said, we’ve got a lot to do. A hell of a lot. We’re going to seal up everything below the second level. We’re going to start moving people into the second level, bring it online. Get those hydroponics going, get our security force training, get people settled. We’ve hit the point where we’re going to need a little more structure in our days, and we need to start assigning jobs. And we need to begin a plan to tackle our next serious goal.”

“Which is what?” Kiara asked.

“We need to secure a big store of food. We don’t have nearly enough. So I want ideas on that. Someone said there were farms around, to the south, right? Those farms have to send their food to a central source, like a processing or packaging center, right?”

“...yes,” Kiara said, her eyes lightening. “Yes, they would. And I remember one of the refugees was a farmer. I’ll talk to him.”

“Perfect. Let’s go let the people know all this, stop keeping them in suspense,” Hunter said.

The girls nodded and followed him.

Hunter wasn’t sure how he felt now. There were too many questions, too many unknowns. The Warren was safe...technically. Or was it? He still didn’t know what the Trinkets were capable of, or what even their goals were, or who was controlling them.

He’d come a long way, but…

There was still so much more to go.


MEANWHILE

PART 04


Diane was standing in the doorway to the empty bedroom again, just staring with a smile on her face and a hand on her belly.

It occurred to her that she was doing it again, and that she had been for a while.

But it was so hard to tear herself away from the sight of the vacant room. Committing all of it to memory, because this was an important moment, and because so much was changing, and so much was going to change in the future.

She wanted to be able to think back to what this room looked like when they were first moving in, when it was completely empty and clean and fresh and new, and compare it to what it was going to become.

A place absolutely filled with cribs and toys and kits.

She slowly walked into the room, letting herself linger a bit longer. It felt so strange to be here. Good, certainly, but also very strange. There was bitterness there, but not as much as she expected. Mostly, there was just joy.

She was pregnant. With twins.

She would have kits of her own.

And with such an amazing partner. Yeah, he looked kind of weird, yeah he was a genetically engineered super soldier, but none of that mattered. She liked the way he looked, she liked how capable and confident he was, she liked how good he was at murdering wolves and tigers.

She knew Hunter would do anything, go to any lengths, to provide for and protect the kits they had together.

Their kits.

Diane walked slowly to one of the ‘windows’ in the apartment wall. She had been surprised to learn the apartments deeper into the Warren came equipped with windows that looked like actual windows. Some kind of cutting-edge 3D projection that accurately mimicked a view of a park and some woods and the time of day.

It was evening now, and watching the moon rise over a frosty forest touched something deep inside of her. Something that made her feel warm and comforted. It apparently took very little power, as it was mostly powered by kinetic energy utilized by people walking the thoroughfares.

Diane took a deep breath and looked around the room again.

It occurred to her suddenly that the sounds she’d been hearing over the past few hours had died away completely. They had been moving into the apartment all day now, ever since they’d cleared the second floor for use. In truth, she was surprised by how much the apartment seemed like an apartment you might find in Nym.

It felt...homey. It didn’t feel like you were living in a shelter, not like what they’d been staying in so far. Not that she was complaining.

They were more or less finished now. The project had taken so long because everyone was moving in, not just into new apartments, but down to the second floor, as the first floor was never meant to hold people for an extended period of time, let alone that many of them. So there was a lot that needed doing, and they had all been called away multiple times so far.

Hunter most of all. Being the biggest and the strongest, he was requested to lift heavy things.

Mercifully, the bare basics of furniture had been set up in the apartments. They had beds, chairs, tables, dressers. It was a little utilitarian and basic, but it worked. It gave them what they needed, though it made decorating difficult.

Not that that really mattered right now. They had bigger concerns.

“Hey, are you okay?”

Diane jumped and turned around, finding Riley standing in the doorway. She grimaced and took a step back.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you,” she added awkwardly.

“It’s fine. I’m fine,” Diane replied, composing herself. “I’m actually really happy. I was just...envisioning the future. All the kits that are going to be in here.”

“Yeah,” Riley replied, a little cautious. “It’s too bad they didn’t get the cribs delivered. Or the toys.”

“Yep,” she agreed, looking around again now with a somewhat sour expression. “But we’ll make do, I guess.”

Riley nodded and lingered. Diane wondered if she realized what she was doing: cornering her. There was nothing hostile or menacing about Riley in that moment, nothing at all. But she was standing between Diane and escape, should escape become necessary, because that doorway was the only way out of this room.

If anything though, it almost seemed that Riley was the one who was intimidated by Diane. Curious, that.

It was time, she decided, to have a talk with her.

“You got a minute? I wanted to talk with you.”

She looked a little startled, but managed a smile. “Yeah, sure.”

Diane began walking towards her, curious to see how she’d react, and she reacted like normal: stepping aside to let her through. Then let her lead. Interesting. They moved down the central corridor, passing the smaller bedroom that Riley had claimed as her own. Diane glanced inside. Even at a glance, it looked like Riley had already made it hers.

She saw a scattering of tech and tools across the dresser and the table she’d hauled down from their old living quarters up top. She’d also managed to scrounge up a lamp with a healthy wattage. All the clothes she’d managed to find so far lay in a heap beside the bed.

Diane led her out into the living room area, thought for a moment, then chose the dining area instead. It was all the same room, but it was different, more serious, sitting across from each other at a table as opposed to a couch.

They settled into their seats. Riley looked anxious, but was doing a decent job keeping it off her face.

“I’m not mad at you,” Diane said, “I just wanted to talk.”

“Oh. Good,” Riley replied, relaxing a little.

“I’m a bit of a blunt person, so I won’t beat around the bush. You’re a wolf, I’m a rabbit. We’re going to be living together and are mated to the same man...who is neither. Little about our relationship is going to be normal. But I don’t want things to be tense between us. I know you’ve been settling in nicely with the others, but we haven’t really spoken much. Is there anything you want to say to me? Ask me?”

Riley at first looked anxious and uncertain, but as the next few moments passed in silence, she seemed to settle down and sort through her thoughts.

“I appreciate that,” she replied, still a little cautious. “Um...I guess the first thing I’d ask is: do you have any kinds of problem with me?”

“No, I don’t,” Diane replied. “Not with you personally. It’s...admittedly taking some getting used to, living in close quarters with a wolf. I’ve always had strong instincts. But I’m already getting used to you. The important thing is that I believe you. I believe that you aren’t going to hurt me, or the others, or my kits. I believe that I can leave you alone with my kits, when they get here.”

Riley sighed in relief. “That’s really good to hear. Honestly I’ve been kind of nervous about that.”

“Do you want kits?”

“I...am undecided. I’ve kind of gone back and forth on it my whole life. I’m closer to a decision now, but I’ve finally decided I want to wait to see what it’s like for you all.”

“That’s a very smart choice. Motherhood is…” She laughed, a little bitterly. “Well, I suppose I can’t talk much about it because I’m forty two years old and still not a mother.” Riley looked like she had a question but didn’t voice it. “What? You want to ask me something. I’m open to questions.”

Riley looked almost apologetic. “I guess...I was curious about your husband. Sorry, your ex-husband. And just...I don’t know, how you feel about that. About him. And about Hunter. And becoming a mother now...ugh, sorry, this is such a shitty thing to ask.”

“It’s a sensitive thing to ask, but I’m okay with talking about it. Honestly, I should talk about it. I thought Hunter or maybe the others might bring it up, but no one really has. Probably because it’s sensitive.”

She sighed and pursed her lips, for a moment looking out one of the windows. ‘Outside’, it had begun to snow. At least it matched reality. She wondered suddenly if the program was hooked up to any sort of external sensors to prioritize matching what was going on outside for more authenticity.

“I’m angry, and bitter, like you’d expect. Edward was...a difficult man. I loved him, though.” She heaved another sigh, now looking back to Riley, who seemed interested, intrigued even. “I don’t think you’ll ever have this problem, but don’t ever fall in love with the wrong man. Or woman. It can ruin your life.”

“Yeah, I think I’m good now that I’ve got Hunter,” she murmured.

Diane laughed. “Yes, I think the same thing. I wasn’t sure he’d have me beyond getting me pregnant, but apparently he will.”

“He likes you a lot.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah. He says he has a thing for mature women.”

She chuckled. “I think he wanted to say older women, but we can get sensitive about that word. Well, good for me, then. But you asked a question. I was with that man for ten years and I let him talk me out of kits. I wanted to adopt. Well, first I wanted artificial insemination. But he wouldn’t hear any talk about that, so I wanted to adopt, but he dragged his feet on that and ultimately didn’t want to. And that was the big one, the issued that overshadowed the relationship, but there was more.”

“Like what?”

“He wanted to be in charge of the household, except that he didn’t actually want to. It complicated everything. Mostly he wanted to just stay in the house. I wanted to get out more and I’d drag him along sometimes, but mostly I’d go on my own and he didn’t like that either.”

“Why?”

“Why do you think?”

“Because he thought you were seeing other men when you weren’t?”

“Exactly. I wasn’t. I never did. Not once. And then he ran out on my the first chance he got with some young slut who latched onto him in all this mess. I don’t know where he is and now I don’t care. I don’t want to see him again for the rest of my life.”

“Wow. Shit...I’m sorry,” Riley murmured awkwardly.

“Yeah, me too. And it hurt, but that wasn’t what hurt the most. What really hurt was...I always kind of had this thought in the back of my head that he wasn’t really in love with me. He was just with me because it made sense to him, because he knew you needed to be with someone. And that just confirmed it.”

“He really was a bastard,” she muttered.

“Yeah. But that’s pretty much what I have to say about that. Got any other questions?”

“Um...just one.”

“I’m listening.”

Now Riley was blushing. Interesting. “So, I’ve been hearing...and seeing, um...play, between the others. During rutting or mating.”

“Yes,” Diane said when Riley hesitated, trying not to smile. It was admittedly amusing to see her shy like this.

“That isn’t really much of a thing in my culture. Well, my former culture. But I had kind of wished it was. But now it is. I haven’t really done anything yet, but I was wondering if...maybe...you’d be interested?”

“Oh. With you.” Riley nodded, not saying anything. Diane thought about it, but she didn’t have to. She’d been a little unsure of how she would respond to ‘play’, as Riley had put it, between her fellow wife-sisters. She hadn’t really engaged in it yet, but she wanted to. And Riley was...quite attractive. “I’d like that.”

“Good,” Riley said, the tension melting out of her. “That’s good. I...you’re very pretty. In an intimidating kind of way.”

Diane smirked. “I intimidate you?”

“Yeah. You’re really good at what you do and you’re always just so...sure. I don’t know.”

“I mean, it’s flattering. You’re a little intimidating in your own right.”

Now Riley lost her smile. “Yeah, but that’s just because I’m a wolf.”

“No, there’s more to it than that. You’re pretty smart and driven yourself.”

“Thanks.”

A moment of awkward silence passed. As far as first genuine conversations went, this one had been pretty decent.

Diane’s stomach growled. She stood up. “Come on, let’s go get something to eat.”

Riley smiled and stood as well.


DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE

EPISODE 07


CHAPTER 1

“Someone’s excited,” Brooke murmured as she followed Hunter through the brilliantly lit passageway outside their new apartment.

“Very,” he agreed, his tone clipped.

“Man, I’m actually having trouble keeping up with you.”

“We were supposed to have this meeting last night.”

“I know! I’m sorry, we were all too wiped out from the moving.”

“I understand and it’s fine, I’m just eager to begin.”

Brooke said nothing in response to that, which worked well enough for him. Hunter was dedicating his mind towards the activities scheduled for the day.

Activities which finally allowed him to escape the Warren again. It was becoming obvious to him that he was going to have difficulty staying in here for long periods of time.

He wanted out of this place.

It had been another two days since he’d finally figured out what was down there in the bottom of the Warren. Or rather, figured out that he couldn’t figure it out. At least not yet. And now a more powerful cutting torch was on his list of shit to get.

It was a big list and it always seemed to be growing.

Of course that was reality when you were responsible for the care and safety of over a hundred refugees in a warzone.

Hunter felt something shift as he walked through the new security center and stepped into an honest-to-goodness conference room where Kiara, Riley, Chloe, Petra, and Lacy were already seated and waiting.

“About time,” Kiara murmured with a small smile.

“Uh-huh,” Hunter replied, sliding into his seat.

“Sorry,” Brooke said, blushing a little, “I needed him for...something.”

“Something, yes,” Chloe said.

“I’m ready to focus,” Hunter said, and it had the desired effect, all of the grins and small laughs falling away immediately. All eyes turned towards him. “Lacy.”

“Nothing new to report,” she replied succinctly.

He nodded. Hunter was feeling better with each passing day about putting her essentially in charge of the Warren. She was somewhat irreverent at times, but she had yet to fail to not immediately get serious if the situation called for it.

“Kiara, Petra?”

Yesterday, after a bit of a discussion about it, he had agreed with Kiara’s assessment that she was beginning to be overtaxed. After rescuing her from the watchtower camp way back when, Petra had essentially become Kiara’s second-in-command. There had been enough lost orders and confusion that Hunter agreed to bring her into the loop of the command decisions being made.

They seemed to make a great team.

“There’s definitely a cold going around now,” Petra said. “The infirmary was backed up all night.”

He glanced at Chloe. “We can handle it,” she replied easily enough that he didn’t question the assessment in the slightest. He looked back to Petra and Kiara.

“We’ve got the school set up, though it’s a little bare bones right now,” Kiara said, consulting her tablet. “We have exactly one hydroponics expert, and expert is doing a lot of heavy lifting.” She paused, winced a little. “That isn’t to disparage Mrs. Hill, but she only had a few classes in hydroponics before this broke out. We have three gardeners. And that’s going to have to be enough to get the hydroponics going. As for how that’s going…”

She paused, frowned for a moment as she navigated her tablet. “Fucking dammit, where did I-I just had it-oh, there. Right.” She sighed. “Mercifully, all four of the hydroponic gardens are functional. They all turned on and they all sent back green reports. Today is planting day for the seeds we did manage to gather.”

That had been another mercy. Given their instincts, rabbits apparently tended to assume they’d need seeds in an emergency situation as they would water or a compass. So they were flush with seeds now, not just in quantity but variety.

It would take a bit, but they would eventually be self-sustaining.

Although it depended on how many people they had. It was obvious that there was going to have to be some measure of expansion, possibly within the first year, depending on how much pregnancy was happening.

“How long until first harvest?” he asked.

“These hydroponics were cutting edge, one of the things Evergreen really broke the budget for,” Lacy replied. “It’ll be staggered, because different things grow differently, but first harvest should be roughly three weeks.”

Hunter let out a small sigh of relief. “Good. Chloe?”

“I have the database finished and we’re officially set up in the hospital,” she replied tightly but happily. “We can perform approximately ninety percent of surgeries necessary. We’re going to need a neurosurgeon, eventually.” She paused, frowned. “Well, hopefully eventually.”

“Are there any likely problems that might occur in the near future, say the next few months, that would require one of these?” Hunter asked.

“No, it’s rather unlikely. With what we’ve got, we can manage most issues that will likely crop up, and even most of the unlikely ones.”

“What would we do if it really came down to it?”

Chloe frowned more deeply. “Honestly? Try our best with what we’ve got. We have the resources and, technically, the knowledge to at least attempt all necessary surgeries, but survival rate goes down noticeably without a neurosurgeon.”

“Well, let’s just hope we don’t have to cross that bridge. I can’t imagine there’s too many of those left in the area,” Hunter said, then turned to the next thing. “Brooke?”

“Shooting range and armory are officially established. The locks work for both. I managed to get the gym mostly finished yesterday. Some others should finish it off today. As for your test…” Here, she frowned.

“Yes?” Hunter pressed.

He’d thought up a rough skill and endurance test new recruits were going to have to pass to officially join the Warren’s standing army of the Rangers. So far, technically speaking, it was just him and Brooke, and not even technically them, because neither had actually taken the test yet. Though no one doubted either of them could do it.

“It’s...a bit much,” she said finally.

“It is,” Chloe agreed. He glanced at her. “Hunter, I think you’re going to have to be a little more realistic about what we’re capable of. Rabbits...are built for endurance, not strength.”

He had been worried about this. “I understand that, but they’re going to need to be tough.”

“And I understand that,” Chloe replied, surprisingly firm, “but it won’t matter if none of them can pass your test. It’s too much. I’m not saying you need to coddle them, Hunter, I’m saying you need to wrangle your expectations of us. We aren’t-” she almost said ‘humans’, but caught herself, “-like you. And you have to appreciate that fact.”

Hunter nodded. “That’s a valid point. All right, I’ll draw up a new test when I get back. Anything else?”

“No, patrols turned up nothing last night, inside or outside.”

They were pretty regularly checking the lower levels. At this point, they were hooked into all the cameras, but Hunter no longer fully trusted technology. Not when they were facing the Trinkets. So he had a patrol go down there and do an actual, in-person sweep every three hours.

“Good. Riley? Anything to report?”

“Still working on inventory. We’ve got the system and we’ve got the space set up, but we’re still actually working through going around and asking everyone.”

“Anyone holding out?”

“No, not so far.”

“Why would they?” Lacy asked.

“Survival brings the best and the worst out in people,” Hunter replied. “The hoarding of food, medicine, weapons, anything really, is a common problem in situations like this.”

“Is it?” she asked uncertainly.

“It’s...Hunter’s from a different land,” Kiara replied. “Very different.”

“Every time I hear something about where you came from, it...sorry, it just always sounds unhappy.”

“You aren’t wrong,” he replied. “It’s still something to consider though. Not everyone is going to be perfect and work together on everything. How much longer before the inventory is complete?”

“Tomorrow night at the latest,” Riley replied. “Everything’s hectic right now. Ideally by tonight. If I was staying, I could guarantee tonight.”

“It’s still worth it to have you along,” Hunter said after a second’s consideration. She looked relieved. He shifted his attention back to Kiara. “Final question: where are we at with the food?”

She sighed. “Rain just got back to me right before I came in. As of this moment, we will run out of food in four days. Final meal will be dinner on the fourth day, and it will be a light dinner.”

The others looked grim, but Hunter simply nodded. “All right, that’s what’s on the agenda now. Anything else I need to know?” No one said anything. “Good. Now, with today’s mission. One of the work camp survivors was out wandering before getting picked up and came across a drone station. It was a quick and dirty setup by the wolves, but apparently it was abandoned. We’re going to investigate it and see if there’s food or meds or maybe weapons. I also want to use the opportunity to get a sense of how the wolves and the tigers are faring in the woods. I’m going to be taking Riley, Luke, Penny, and Lilia.”

He noticed Brooke tensing slightly, but not much. They’d already discussed this. He felt bad, leaving her here, but he wanted her here maintaining security for this little trip. Besides, she was going to get to come on the bigger expedition.

“Once we figure that out, provided there’s time, we’re going to mount our first real expedition to the food packaging center to the south. Ideally, we’ll be able to secure a large reserve to keep us alive through the winter while we start building up a bigger reserve from the hydroponics. Where are we at with the cold weather survival gear?”

“We’ve gotten what there is,” Riley replied.

“Great, so, not enough?”

“Not as much as we’d like. But it should get us to where we need to go.”

“Fine. I’ll take a look at it when I get back. Make sure it’s all gathered in one place so I don’t have to go hunting. All right, final check, then we’ve got to get going. Any news on that torch?”

Riley had been hunting high and low through everything they had on them to see if she could somehow modify the torch they had.

She shook her head. “Nothing. Nothing even close. We’re going to have to find a better one.”

“Maybe we can find one while we’re out there. Second to last thing: any new leads on parts for the Warren?”

“A few, but none look particularly promising,” Kiara replied. “We’ve still got the big ones that are out of reach right now, but we’ve turned up a couple of places the squads could reach.”

Hunter nodded, turning to look at the big screen as she linked with it through her tablet and called up the map of the region she’d been putting together. They had decided yesterday that they couldn’t afford to wait any longer and needed to start being more proactive now that the storm had finally passed.

He’d put together small scouting and salvage squads of four rabbits apiece. He would have added in the lizards, but for the most part they would have a much harder go of it out there now, due to the cold temperatures.

There were places they needed to go, leads on parts or food that could be handled by a smaller group.

“Everyone’s getting ready,” Kiara said. “We have three squads. They’re all armed and know what to do.”

Hunter nodded, still feeling vaguely reluctant about this plan. Part of it was that he was feeling uncomfortable handing off responsibility to anyone else, but he couldn’t be everywhere and do everything. The other part was the radio.

He looked at Lacy. “Are you sure about the radio?”

She smiled slightly, as if she’d been anticipating this. Probably had. He’d been worrying over it ever since she’d suggested it.

“I’m positive,” she replied. “I’m confident the wolves and the tigers won’t be able to break our scrambler. And the Trinkets already know where we are, right? At worst, they will track our squads in the field, but you’ve taught us well enough to cover our tracks, I think, and that will be a threat regardless.”

Hunter frowned, considering it all one more time, trying to see if there was some angle he hadn’t considered, some aspect he hadn’t covered, tapping his first two fingers on the tabletop. Finally, he nodded tightly.

“Yeah, all right. Make sure you all follow protocol to the letter. And make sure they remember to look for signs of refugees. Food, ammo, meds, and parts are all a priority, but all of those things are being gathered in service to the ultimate priority: survivors. We need to get more people in here if they’re out there.”

“They will,” Kiara said, smiling her own smile now.

He knew they all, to differing degrees, felt a certain warmth whenever he verbalized his dedication to the survivors and refugees of this nightmare.

Hunter considered it a bit longer. That was everything he’d had on his docket. “Nothing else? Questions? Complaints?”

“Lots of complaints,” Riley replied, “but none worth bitching about.”

“Yeah…” the others muttered.

“All right.” Hunter rose swiftly to his feet. “Let’s start making things happen.”


CHAPTER 2

He took a dozen rabbits with him.

For the most part, they were from Lilia’s group, with some from the work camp mixed in. Evidently, those living at the private property he’d stumbled across way back when had taken a liking to getting out into the woods and were brave or foolish enough to agree to this mission.

Hunter had loaded up and then spent a moment looking over the three squads they were sending out. At this point, he was vaguely aware of damn near everyone in the Warren. He’d learned that he was great with faces, and at least decent at names. He’d gotten a decent measure of everyone involved and thought that they could probably handle it.

Once he’d made sure they had everything and had sent them off, he led his own merry band into the frozen wasteland the forest had become.

Everything was dead now. Everything was covered in a thick layer of snow.

The sun was out, but it was too cold for anything to melt. Half the world was cast in ice and nobody was happy about it.

Well, almost nobody.

Hunter was, but that was only because his genetic conditioning clearly granted him some measure of immunity against the cold and also because he knew this storm would have severely hampered any operations in the area.

And so that was how he found himself tromping his boots through the snow with a dozen rabbits following him in a loose line. They were all traveling as light as they could manage, with him carrying most of the emergency gear in his own huge, bulky pack.

He glanced back to get a feel for how everyone was doing. They’d been walking for about fifteen minutes now.

Riley was the first behind him with Lilia. They were muttering to each other and he was surprised he hadn’t been able to hear them. Apparently that thing about rabbits being able to talk to each other extremely quietly hopped the species barrier, because Riley seemed to have no trouble hearing her or matching her volume.

They both noticed him looking and stopped talking. Riley had the tiniest smile on her face. So did Lilia.

“Yes, my mate?” Riley asked, her smile growing just a little.

“Just making sure everyone’s keeping up,” he replied, his eyes lingering for a little bit on the two women.

Even bundled up, it was obvious Lilia was a beautiful woman. She had a unique and rugged look that really seemed brought out by the cold weather gear, like she was a woman who was meant to be out mountain climbing and hiking dangerous trails, or spending her summer days digging in a garden. She was tall and lean and fit. Actually, he hadn’t noticed it during the first meeting, but she was really tall, she had to break six feet.

Their eyes connected for a moment and he felt a stirring. It occurred to him, as he looked into this mature woman’s eyes, that he hadn’t actually seen her husband among the crowd.

No, Hunter thought firmly as he offered a smile and kept checking the others, I have enough women in my life.

He looked past her to the others. The only two he was very familiar with at this point were Penny and Luke. They seemed to be coming along nicely. He hadn’t been surprised by Penny, who had already begun a training regimen he’d given her. Luke, on the other hand, had struck him as one of those guys who could go either way when you got past his big talk.

He’d just yesterday started his own training regimen once he’d heard about what Penny was doing. Hunter knew he had a long, hard road ahead of him. He was a bit short and a bit scrawny, and while he’d turned out to be a decent shot, he wasn’t like Penny.

That being said, Hunter now felt a lot better about the kid’s chances. He seemed to be taking things seriously so far. Or, at least, seriously enough for him.

The others looked varying levels of unhappy, but no one seemed like they were flagging already and perhaps reconsidering their volunteering. Good. He’d felt good about them once he’d seen them, but he hadn’t been sure about a few.

Hunter turned back and kept walking.

Lilia’s slightly beguiling smile lingered in his mind’s eye because he couldn’t stop thinking about that mouth opening and slipping slowly down his erection. Well...she didn’t actually have to join the group. They’d told him that he’d probably get propositions for relationship-free breeding. It had happened a couple times already, but he had yet to actually indulge.

Generally because he was too busy, but also because he was still sorting through his feelings about that. In truth, he was pretty happy with the notion of being a sperm donor for a few women. String-free sex was rarely a bad thing, or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

What he was really worried about was their population. They were going to get more people, ideally enough to fill up the Warren, but still, that wasn’t that big of a population. And he could only father so many kits before they started running into more obvious issues when the next generation started looking to mate.

And it didn’t help that Lilia was one of the more attractive women in the Warren that he wasn’t already with.

Hunter glanced back one more time, almost against his will, and found Lilia looking right at him. The quality of her smile changed when they locked eyes briefly once more. She looked...satisfied. Hunter turned back to the front again and made himself focus.

Whatever his feelings, he wasn’t going to pursue a married woman, not for simple mating or rutting. Besides feeling personally bad about that, he didn’t need any additional reasons for stress in the Warren. Stress bred frustration, animosity, and rage. Among other things.

No, definitely not if she was married. Honestly, not even if he got confirmation from her husband that he was okay with it because he’d read it in that guy’s face the first (and only) time they’d met. This is not something he would actually be cool with.

All of these interpersonal thoughts were soundly ejected from his head as he caught a scent of blood coming from up ahead. He snapped his fist up and then made the hide motion. Everyone vanished among the dead trees in an instant.

Hunter breathed deep. Wolf blood…

And tiger.

Interesting.

He crept forward, going for his assault rifle. Five seconds later he found himself crouched at the edge of the clearing that had been the site of a bad battle. Hunter spent a moment piecing it together. A small creek cut through the clearing, frozen over. There was a lot of red snow and ice around. It looked like a smaller group of tigers had attacked a wolf pack on patrol.

If he had to, he’d guess that the wolves had won, though only because of their numbers. At a guess, he’d say there had been a dozen wolves against four tigers. Still, the tigers had managed to wipe out three quarters of the enemy squad before going down.

What bugged him was that someone had come through already and stripped the dead of their useful gear. Something three or four survivors likely wouldn’t be able to haul off by themselves. Which meant there were more wolves around.

Hunter took another moment to sniff around and, sure enough, found the tracks. Three sets, one trailing blood, leading away, to the west. Then they returned with another half dozen, then left again in the same direction.

Creeping forward in that direction, Hunter froze and listened intently. The winds died down and the world took on that strange winter quality where everything is not just silent but aggressively silent, almost like the snow was intentionally muffling the world.

He could hear sounds, distant, maybe three quarters of a mile off. He heard the sounds of construction, voices, the whir of a generator.

Looping back, Hunter quickly gathered the others.

“What’s happening?” Riley whispered.

“Wolves and tigers fought. Wolves won, though just barely. More significantly: there’s a wolf den nearby. I want to hit it.”

“I’m in,” Lilia said immediately.

“...you sure?” Hunter asked. He hadn’t exactly pegged her as a fighter.

“Yes. I’m sure,” she replied, her voice and expression flat. She reached up and touched the scoped rifle she had slung over her back. “That’s why I brought this. They told me you like to find a place and pick off wolves from a distance. I can do that. I’m an excellent shot.”

Hunter thought about it, then nodded. “You can come, but you listen to me and you don’t argue no matter what, not unless it’s to tell me crucial information. This is going to be life or death.”

“I understand and agree to these terms.”

Dammit, he was finding her more attractive by the minute. It wasn’t her submission, but her clear understanding of the situation. His memories were shot, but he did remember too many motherfuckers let ego get in the way of logic.

“All right, Riley, Penny, and Lilia will come with me to hit the den if I think it’s a good idea. Luke, you’re in charge of security here while I’m gone. Everyone stay here and don’t do or say anything unless the situation changes. You see wolves or tigers or Trinkets, you hide. If you can’t do that, you run to the rally point and reach out to me on the radio. Got it?”

Several nodding heads. He nodded back, then tilted his head and ghosted off.


CHAPTER 3

Hunter wasn’t sure if the wolves were actually that bad at their jobs or just that unlucky.

This was the thought that ran through his mind as he settled into place in between Penny and Lilia, Riley on the other side of Lilia, all of them lying flat in the snow atop a ridge that overlooked the den the wolves were currently in the process of setting up.

They’d built it into a larger clearing that had solid enough walls of tightly-packed trees to two sides. Unfortunately for them, not the sides that would’ve given them cover from this ridge. The den was still relatively small. There were just two buildings actually set up, with two more being worked on and a fifth having its foundation being established.

“I count twenty,” Hunter muttered.

“I’ve only got sixteen,” Riley murmured.

“Same,” Lilia said.

“I got eighteen. I saw two through the window of that rectangular building. It’s an infirmary,” Penny replied.

“Good,” Hunter replied. “There’s two more in the second building. One of them’s the alpha.”

“How can you tell? And how can you see them?” Lilia muttered.

“He’s bigger than all the others and I have heat-vision.”

“That’s amazing.”

“I’m lucky in some ways.”

“I want the alpha,” Lilia growled.

“You can’t see him...oh, wait. He’s coming out. Fine, Lilia, you get the alpha. And you get to go first.”

“Why can’t I go first?” Riley complained.

“Because it’s her first hunt with us, Riley, be polite.”

She sighed. “Fine.”

He thought Lilia might offer to give up first shot, but she said nothing. A quick glance at her showed she was angry and focused. He realized at once they hadn’t actually spoken since she’d come back and wondered what might have happened to her during their time apart.

“Okay,” Hunter murmured as he settled his sights on one of the wolves, “pick your targets.” He paused, wondering at the latest addition to their uniforms. They all had red bands somewhere on them. Most around their bicep, some tied around their heads, some around their necks. Questions for later. “You got them?”

“Got them,” they muttered back to him.

“Lilia, fire when ready.”

He’d hardly finished the sentence before she squeezed the trigger. He could just see the alpha, a big, burly bastard probably about as big as he was, go down, half his head vaporizing in a crimson mist spotted with the white flecks of bone fragments and the gray pulp of brain matter. Hunter and the others squeezed their triggers at almost the same instant that the alpha went down.

Hunter had targeted the second-largest, who had come to stand next to the alpha to report or maybe argue about something.

Pop and down he went, falling awkwardly across the alpha’s corpse.

Then the sniper rifles were firing, one shot going off after another in overlapping waves. Chaos broke out in the den. The wolves ran, they yelled, they dropped for cover. Hunter felt in his element as he burned through his magazine and got ten headshots in eight seconds. The others ducked down as some scattered return fire came their way, punching into the snowy hillside or bouncing off rocks.

He ignored it as he reloaded, his movements fast and hard, and then he was firing again.

He ran out of targets before he ran out of bullets a second time.

Silence fell across them as the last shot echoed away and that intense, still quietude returned.

“Fuck, you are really good at this,” Lilia whispered.

“It’s what I do,” he muttered as he surveyed the killing field, hunting for survivors. He checked each of the bodies, one by one. Most had huge holes in their heads or their chests. He paused on the last one, sure that he was still breathing, and fired once more. “Okay, let’s see if they had anything interesting. Penny, run back and bring up the others, I want to salvage the best of their gear before we move on.”

“What about the rest?” Riley asked.

He got to his feet. “Gonna have another team grab it.”

Five minutes later, he stood in the bloody remnants of the den with the rest of the team. They were all quietly going through the bodies. Those who were having difficulty with searching corpses, Hunter put on either guard duty or investigating the buildings.

Hunter frowned as he finished his search of the alpha. “Riley.”

“Yeah?” she asked, glancing over from where she searched the second-in-command.

“Any idea what’s up with the red armbands? I’ve never seen them before.”

She looked over and grimaced, then looked back down at the corpse she was searching and spat on the red band.

“They’ve got rhetoric,” she said as she kept searching, “based on old stories of what ‘real wolves used to do’. Last time something like this happened, I mean, not like this big, but the last time there was a big group of wolves who decided they knew better and would enforce ‘better’ with guns and knives and took over a few cities, their leader started this rhetoric about the ‘blood of the weak’. So these are rags that are soaked in the blood of their kills.”

“I figured it was something stupid like that,” he muttered. “God, I hate these fuckers.”

“They’re very easy to hate,” Lilia growled from nearby.

“You seem to be taking this more personally than most of the others. Which is just an observation.”

“I am pissed,” she growled. “I had a good life, and these-” she snarled something he didn’t catch but knew was a curse word, “-ripped it all apart for no reason.”

“All right,” he replied when she didn’t continue.

Hunter wanted to point out that this was true of everyone in the Warren, (except himself, he supposed), but clearly now was not a good time. Something else must have happened and the awful reality was that the list of extra fucked up things that could have happened to her was a little long. So he left it alone, she’d either tell him or she wouldn’t.

Finishing his inspection and finding only some ammo for his sniper rifle and a pair of flash-bang grenades he was happy enough to confiscate, he tapped his radio.

“This is Hunter to base. Over.”

A pause, but not as long as he expected. “This is base.”

He waited, sighed. “You gotta say over. Over.”

“Oh, shit, right, sorry...over,” Lacy replied.

“We just took out a wolf den. I want a team of ten, led by Brooke, to come out to it and recover all the guns, ammo, and supplies there is on offer. I want it done fast. Tell her to recon the den and if there are no wolves, do it fast. If there are, let me know and pull back. Over.”

“Okay, I’ll get that done. Over.”

“Understood. Out.” He stood up, began preparing to leave, then hesitated as he looked at the side of one of the structures.

An idea occurred to him suddenly and he grinned. “Anyone find a bolt gun?”

…

“This is, um...wow,” Riley murmured as she and Lilia stood with Hunter before his work.

He’d sent the others off back to their hiding spot because he imagined what he was going to do would give too many of them nightmares.

“I like it,” Lilia said.

“Remind me why you did this,” Riley said softly.

“Psychological warfare,” he replied.

It had been grim but at least quick work. He’d sopped up blood from a few different corpses with a wadded handful of cloth ripped from a uniform and then painted the message LEAVE & LIVE on the side of their biggest building.

Then he’d stuck one of their rifles up in the snow and dirt, cut off the alpha’s head, and jammed it on the barrel. Then he’d bolted the alpha’s body up to the wall beside the message through its wrists, crucifixion style.

“They’re gonna come here and find this,” he said.

“How will they know it was us?” Riley murmured.

“I mean, who else is it gonna be? I guess the tigers. Hmm.” Fresh inspiration struck and he picked up the abandoned cloth, found another corpse and bloodied it up a bit more, then went back and over the first E in LEAVE he painted a pair of crude bunny ears.

“Oh, yeah, that’s kinda perfect,” Lilia said.

“Here’s hoping they fuck off,” Riley replied.

“I doubt it, but it’ll make them even more nervous,” Hunter said. “Now, let’s get going.”

A minute later, they were reunited with the others and continuing along on their trek.

“What’d you do?” Penny asked.

“Left the wolves a little message,” he replied.

“What kind of message?”

“I said ‘leave and live’ and put rabbit ears on it.”

It was enough of the truth. Although he hoped Brooke and her team weren’t too upset by the ‘message’. At this point, he figured they’d all probably seen enough that it wouldn’t really give them nightmares, it was more the actual viewing him cutting off a head with his combat knife and then bolting a headless corpse to a wall that would do that.

“I kind of worry about pissing them off more but...how much more pissed could they even get?” Penny replied after considering that for a moment.

“Exactly. It’s already on sight between us, can’t really get worse than that. And they’re already riled up and frightened because of the Trinkets and because of me. The more we can freak them out, the closer we get to them deciding to fuck off, hopefully.”

“Hopefully,” Riley murmured.

They walked on, falling silent.

For a while after that, the only sound was breathing and the crunch of the snow beneath their boots. Hunter kept his senses open, hunting for any signs of life beyond them and wildlife. He got the sense that the forest was dead, but not that dead. Sure enough, as they approached where the drone site was supposed to be, he heard a firefight kick up somewhere to the southwest.

Things were going to heat up. The blizzard was over and the tigers were clearly making their push into the forest.

He wondered how many rabbits were left out there, just trying to survive.

They had to find them, somehow. He’d already laid down a mandate a few meetings ago that deer tech should be top priority, especially anything like that drone he’d sent up that had called in the Trinket. It would be dangerous, but he wanted to use another, reconfigured for life sign readings. That would give them a massive edge.

Hunter raised his fist as he caught sight of blue tarp, flapping in the wind.

He had them hide and wait again, then headed forward to scout the site. Shifting through the dead trees, doing his best to not give away his position, he came to the edge of the clearing it was built into and saw what there was to see.

Less than he had been hoping for was his immediate impression.

It looked like a very simple site, little more than a square of land established by a chainlink perimeter with blue tarp haphazardly slapped over it. He could see some icebound machinery through the holes in the fence and the lone shape of a tube launcher rose a few feet above the chainlink. He didn’t see any activity, any signs of life.

Creeping up closer, he got to the entrance, which was an unsecured gate that had gotten stuck open in the snow. Slipping through, he took a quick look around, finding some construction materials, a few crates, and a single drone left. It was of the same make and model of the one he and Brooke had salvaged from in that quarry a million years ago.

Hunter cracked it open, too impatient to wait, and peered inside. His heart skipped a beat and some measure of relief hit him as he saw that it was packed with foil-wrapped emergency rations. They were wolf rations, but there was nothing in there rabbits couldn’t eat.

Going back to the edge of the clearing, he gestured to Riley, giving the all clear. She passed the signal on and everyone rose silently from where they were crouched among the bare trees and bushes, then hurried forward to join him.

“Riley, I’m thinking of a small change in plans,” he said as they joined him.

“What?” she asked, eyeing the drone.

“I want to load this thing up and launch it, get it to land at the Evergreen work camp we hit up a while ago. Can you make that happen?”

“Um…” She studied the drone, then the launcher, speculatively. “Give me five minutes.”

“On it. Come on, people, dig around and see if there’s anything worthwhile around. Lilia and Penny and Markus, here with me,” Hunter said as he pulled his prybar off his pack.

He jammed the end into one of the crates and cracked it open, then laughed. More rations.

“Penny, do me a favor, open every one of those four panels there on the drone and see if any of them are empty.”

She nodded and hurried to it as he went about opening the next two crates. The next one held more rations and the last one held more construction supplies.

“Perfect,” he muttered, hauling one of the cans of paint out and studying it.

“Why do we need paint?” Lilia asked.

“In case people want to paint their apartments a different color,” he replied. “Probably gonna need a lot more of it, but having some would be nice. Or maybe we can give someone more art-oriented some of it and have them paint some murals out in the hallways.”

“Oh. That’s...actually a great idea.”

“This one’s empty!” Penny called.

“Excellent. Okay, let’s start loading up these construction materials. There’s stuff we can use in here to make some basic repairs, but also we can use to set up our own camps out there, maybe get some shit going with the Burrow.”

“There’s so much shit to do,” Lilia muttered as she began putting the supplies in her pack.

“Yeah. It’s gonna slow down at some point, but...not for a while,” Hunter replied.

“Hunter, it all checks out,” Riley said a few moments later. “The hardest part is going to be loading it. These things weigh a ton. But otherwise, we’re good.”

“Perfect. Let’s get this thing packed as full as we can. We’ll send it where it needs to go and then recover it from there,” Hunter replied as he gathered up an armful of the rations and walked over to join Penny. “I need you to pack these for maximum efficiency.”

“Got it,” she replied as he dumped the rations into the empty space. She immediately began sorting them, stacking them fast and smooth.

“Won’t this call attention?” Riley asked.

“Yes,” Hunter replied. “Honestly, I’m hoping for it.”

“Why?”

“Because it will give us the chance to kill some more wolves or tigers.”


CHAPTER 4

Hunter realized he could smell Brooke before he could see her.

As he approached the wolf’s den with the others in tow in a line behind him, among the cold death and the scents of the others, he seemed to pick her particular scent out of them all and hone in on it like a shark on blood in the water.

He stepped through the trees and saw her big ass, the cold weather pants she wore stretched across it as she crouched down to sort through something.

Dear lord, did she have an amazing ass. And hips.

Somewhere in the back of his head he was looking forward to warmer times solely so that he could see her in less clothes. And see her big, muscular arms that looked like they were carved from rock. He shook the thoughts off as he stepped into the camp, making his presence known. Or tried to, anyway. They came back when Brooke stood and whirled and locked eyes with him.

She was very attractive when she was angry. Not exactly a great thought, because it incentivized him to piss her off.

Sometimes he thought she liked being a little pissed at him, though.

“How’s it going?” he asked.

“Fine,” she replied, calming. “No wolves or tigers or anything so far.”

“Perfect. You ready for the plan?”

“Yeah. I brought Diane. She’s going to take over here.” Her eyes drifted to the crucified, beheaded corpse. “You think that might be a bit much?”

“Not enough,” Lilia muttered. “They need to know how fucked they are.”

“...I guess that’s a good point,” Brooke replied, a little awkwardly.

“They’ll get the message. Especially when we start putting it up elsewhere,” Hunter said. “We should get going. Pod’s gonna launch soon.”

“Yep. We’re heading out,” Brooke said to Diane as she approached from nearby.

“I’m ready to take over,” she replied, smiling as Hunter stepped up to her. “...hi.”

“Hello,” he replied happily, kissing her and slipping his hands briefly over the back of her big, mature ass to give it a squeeze.

“Hunter!” she whispered harshly, immediately blushing.

“What?”

“...nothing,” she murmured, then cleared her throat. “It’s good to see you.”

“It’s very good to see you.” He grew more serious. “You run if trouble shows up. Keep four watchers posted now that you’ll have my team.”

“I will,” she replied, growing equally serious. “We can handle it.”

“I believe you.”

He gave her one more quick kiss, then began leading the others off. They were working on a timeline. He led Brooke, Riley, Penny, and Lilia out of the den and off to the southwest. As they left the den and most of the rest of the smells fell away, he found himself scenting Brooke. Riley, too, and Lilia actually, but Brooke overrode the others.

She smelled different, he realized abruptly. He wasn’t sure why he suddenly noticed it, because now that he thought about it, she’d been smelling differently for a bit now.

“You keep looking at me,” she said after a bit.

It suddenly hit him why she smelled different and he couldn’t help but grin. “You’re pregnant,” he said.

She snorted. “Yeah...did you forget and suddenly remember?”

“No, I mean...I can smell it.”

“Oh wow, really?”

“Yeah. I don’t know why I suddenly noticed it, maybe it finally caught up with me or something, but yeah, I can smell it in your scent. It’s...distracting.”

She looked down at his pants and grinned. “Clearly.” Her eyes flicked back and she drifted closer and lowered her voice. “Perhaps you could put it to use.”

“I will when we get back.”

“I don’t mean me.”

“...wait, who?”

“Lilia.”

“What? No, she’s married.”

“Not anymore.”

He raised his eyebrows. “This is news to me...also, is she even into me?”

“Do you even need to ask that anymore? There isn’t a woman in the Warren who would turn you down if you really asked her.”

“Oh. That is...an uncomfortable amount of power.”

“Thankfully for us, you can wield it responsibly.”

“Yeah, but that’s...tempting.” He frowned, fought the urge to look back. “She’s really single now? What happened?”

“I didn’t get all the details, all I know is her husband did the same thing to her that Diane’s did to her. He ran off, that’s all she’d said. She’s pissed about it.”

“Oh.” So that’s what was wrong with her...maybe, it could definitely be something else, he supposed. “Interesting.”

“Yes. Interesting. She’s been asking about you ever since she arrived. She hasn’t actually said anything yet, but I think she wants your kits. I don’t know if she wants a relationship, she was saying that she wasn’t sure she could handle a relationship, but at the very least I imagine she could use a hot, hard rutting with you.”

“Shh…” he murmured.

She giggled. “Worried she’ll overhear?”

“Yeah. I...will think about it.”

“You obviously want her.”

“Why do you say that?”

Brooke sighed. “I notice things, like wandering eyes. I mean, you should want her. She’s tough, but sweet. She’s beautiful in a rough kind of way.”

“Much like yourself.”

“I’m...more just rough.”

“You are very beautiful, and I thought that before we started mating and rutting so you can’t use that as an excuse to pass me off.”

She was silent for a few moments. “Fine.”

That was all she said and he decided it was enough of a victory.

Hunter brought his will down like a titanium hammer as the drone launched with a distant, muffled explosion. A moment later, they all glanced up as it sailed overhead, disappearing to the south and, not much later, crashing with a resounding bang as it landed where Riley had sent it.

“Let’s pick it up,” he said, breaking into a jog.

A minute later, they had reached the site. The Evergreen workers’ lodgings now housed a big silver pill of a drone, still smoking a little as it stuck upright in its crater just in front of the long, low housing units. He made quick hide motions to the others, then scrambled up the nearest tall tree. Activating his heat-vision, he took a look around.

It was possible this would draw no attention, but at this point it felt unlikely. In the wake of the blizzard, it seemed that the tigers had begun really moving into the forest. And, sure enough, though he saw no wolves coming from north, east, or west, he did see a squad of tigers booking it from the south. He counted a dozen total.

Dropping back down, Hunter quickly conferred with the others.

“We’ve got maybe five minutes before they get here,” he said. “Lilia and Penny, over there on that little hill. You’ll be covering us with rifles. Riley, go with them and be their rear guard. You make sure no tigers circle around behind them. Brooke and I will hide within the camp.”

Everyone nodded tightly and jogged off, racing to get into position. He took Brooke up to the central structure and hustled up the stairs. They picked an office in the southwest corner that granted them the best view over the plot of land the tigers should be coming into. Hunter kept his heat-vision on, ducking down below the window and tracking them.

They were at least using tactics. He saw them pause maybe fifty feet from the building, just inside the treeline. They had a quick conference and then some of them split off. Three went for the bunkhouses, two came for the building he was in, the rest waited.

“Stay here,” he whispered, “two are coming in, I’ll take care of them.”

“Understood,” Brooke replied tightly.

Hunter ghosted back downstairs, slipping out his silenced pistol and hurrying into position. He put himself behind where the door would open. So far, based on what he’d seen and heard, tigers seemed to rely more on their strength than anything else.

And, sure enough, they quietly opened the door and came inside, one after the other, without checking behind the door.

Hunter stepped out, raised his pistol, and shot each in the back of the head. They dropped with meaty thuds and he pushed the door closed behind them. Hurrying back upstairs, he rejoined Brooke.

“They’re down.”

“That was fast,” she muttered.

“They aren’t particularly good at what they do.”

“Apparently.”

Hunter watched the next part play out over the course of a few minutes. The ones in the bunkhouses searched them quickly and reported back. They had another quick conference, waited about a minute, and then began heading into the clearing.

The lead tiger directed another one of them to go check on the ones who’d gone to investigate the central building. Hunter keyed his radio. He’d given the only spare they had left to Lilia.

“Get ready,” he whispered, “pick your targets now.”

“Ready,” Lilia whispered back a moment later.

He waited. Let a few seconds pass, then he and Brooke rose up to the windows and picked their own targets.

“Now.”

They all opened fire. Four guns spoke nearly as one. Four tigers dropped immediately. Hunter put a round through the one going for his building and then shifted fire to the next nearest target. It was over in about four seconds.

He waited, then breathed a small sigh of relief once he was sure it was over. “We’re clear.”

“That went well,” Brooke replied.

“Yes, it did. Head down there and guard the pod. Lilia, bring Riley and Penny down to the pod and started loading up. I’m going up top for a minute.”

They all headed off, their movements fast and efficient as they worked. Hunter found a ladder and clambered up it, throwing open the hatch at the top and hauling himself up onto the roof. He took a long look around, seeing if there were any other tigers or wolves, or Trinkets, around. But the way looked clear.

“Diane, how we looking?” he asked over the radio.

“We’re about done here,” she replied.

“Perfect. Wrap it up and leg it down here fast. We’ve got a shitload of rations to get in.”

…

No other threats showed up.

Hunter was feeling good as he followed the rabbits in through the airlock, back into the Warren. As he cycled through, two things occurred to him. The first was that the Warren definitely felt like home now. It felt very comforting, and relieved a lot of tension the moment that airlock finished its cycle and he walked into the main area.

The second was that his arousal hadn’t really left him.

As they all moved in a line first to and then down the stairs, (they were still making sure the elevators were safe to use), he found Brooke and Lilia sticking close to him.

And he was finding that his lust wasn’t exactly stuck on Brooke. When he looked at Lilia and she looked back at him with those beguiling brown eyes, he felt it crank up several notches.

Well, he’d basically been given blanket permission to mate or rut with who he wanted to at this point by every woman he was involved with.

And he wanted Lilia.

And she kind of seemed to want him.

He dropped his salvaged supplies off by the inventory storerooms and briefly considered putting away his weapons in the armory, but didn’t. No, he probably wouldn’t spend more than an hour here before heading out again. Two at the most.

Lilia and Brooke stuck by him through the process and were still there as he walked away from the storerooms.

“Lilia,” he said, pausing to one side of the main thoroughfare.

“Yes?” she replied immediately.

“I want to talk with you about something personal. Will you come to my apartment?”

“Yes.” That response was also immediate. No thought needed.

He nodded, glanced briefly at Brooke, who was simply smirking, and then he realized Diane was on approach. Brooke noticed too and waved her over.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“Hunter and Lilia are going to our apartment to discuss something...personal.”

“Oh. I’d like to come along,” she replied.

“Come along,” Hunter said, and began leading the three women deeper into the Warren.


CHAPTER 5

“Ooh, what’s going on?” Rain asked as they all walked into the apartment.

She was sitting in the living room with a tablet and no clothes on. Hunter paused as he wondered if Lilia was going to be bothered by that, but then that thought was pushed soundly out of his head as she stood up and he realized abruptly that he could see that she was pregnant.

“...Hunter?” she asked, a small grin on her face.

“You look pregnant,” he replied.

She giggled and glanced down at herself briefly. “I am pregnant.”

“Yeah, but you look pregnant now. I don’t think you did yesterday,” he replied.

“Well, I’ve got three kits growing inside of me, so…”

“Three? Congrats,” Lilia said.

“Thank you!”

“Also, just, wow are you a beautiful woman,” she added.

Rain giggled again, making her huge breasts jiggle. “Thank you again. So are you...so what’s up?”

“Yes, Hunter, what is this personal conversation you want to have?” Lilia asked.

Hunter tore his eyes from Rain and shifted focus to Lilia. Beautiful, mature, rugged Lilia. Her white rabbit ears were perked up and she had a look that conveyed interest, amusement, and almost a kind of challenge.

For a moment he just took her in. Her height still struck him and he realized abruptly that she had to be nearly unnaturally tall for her race. Most rabbits seemed to be somewhere between four ten and five six, but she was a solid half foot over that. She had her hands on her firm hips, out of her cold weather gear and down to some faded bluejeans and a sweater, both of which complemented her slim, lean figure.

Her brown hair was pulled into a rough ponytail but was still a little chaotic and loose. Her face was flushed and her brown eyes were alight with energy.

“Are you single?” he asked.

She cocked an eyebrow at him and the quality of her grin changed just a fraction, becoming less amused and more aroused.

“Yes,” she replied simply. Did she just cock her hips a bit more? “Why?”

“I want to rut with you.”

Silence descended. Hunter waited. Lilia didn’t seem surprised, or offended. Instead, she seemed...calculating. Her eyes danced briefly between him and the other women in the room.

“I want to rut with you, too,” she replied, and there was something almost aggressive in her voice, “but I want your kits, too. But I’m also not sure if it’d be a good idea for me to try and maintain a real relationship right now. Which, and forgive me if I’m wrong, I believe would work well with you, given your current level of responsibility and number of mates.”

“I’d say that’s a very accurate assessment,” Hunter replied. “And I’m comfortable with mating and rutting with you without commitment to a relationship. That being said...I’m a little territorial. I’m going to want you to myself.”

Given how fierce she was turning out to be, he wasn’t sure how Lilia was going to take that. She gave him another appraising look while chewing on her lower lip for a moment.

“I accept these terms,” she replied. “Take me and make me orgasm if you can.”

Hunter felt something not just stir but snap awake and surge into the forefront of his mind as she said that. He raised his own eyebrows. “If I can?”

Her smirk became something more, something taunting. “If you can. And if you can...handle me. I can get a little rough.”

“You have no idea what you’ve just done…” Brooke murmured.

“I have to get the others for this,” Rain whispered, snatching up her tablet. “Can others watch?” she asked, pausing and looking at Lilia.

“So long as they’re part of Hunter’s relationship, yes,” she replied.

“Make sure you get dressed and hurry up,” Hunter said as he began walking towards Lilia.

“We’ve got a group chat with our tablets,” Rain replied as she began tapping rapidly on the tablet. “I am not leaving or missing any of this. They’ll just have to hurry.”

Lilia let out a little shriek of pleased surprise as he snatched her up in his arms. He turned around and marched back to their shared bedroom with Brooke, Diane, and Rain in tow. Hunter kissed Lilia deeply as they came to stand at the foot of the bed and she moaned and leaned into it, grasping him and shoving her tongue in his mouth.

They made out fiercely for a long moment, and the moment she came up for breath he threw her onto the bed.

“Hunter!” she cried in surprise, laughing as she bounced.

“Strip,” he replied.

“Oh man, he’s serious,” she muttered as she started taking her sweater off.

“I warned you,” Brooke said, settling in with the others. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“I mean, it’s the smart thing to do, now he’s going to fuck her brains out,” Rain murmured.

“I need to remember to try this soon,” Diane said.

“If you think you can handle it,” Hunter replied as he hastily took off all his gear and began getting undressed.

“You are fucking on,” Diane growled.

In a moment, he was naked and in their massive bed with an equally naked Lilia. Her body was wonderful. She wasn’t as bulky as Brooke, but she did have definition and it was beautiful. Her breasts were fantastically firm and perky and fit nicely into his grasp as they began kissing.

“I have been thinking about this since I first saw you,” she said when they paused in their kissing and their hands continued wandering and touching. He felt her fingers wrap around his erection. “And I am not disappointed with what I’m seeing so far.”

“Wait until the next part,” Rain murmured.

She gasped as Hunter slipped a hand between her firm thighs and began to pleasure her. She let out a strange but wonderfully sexy squeal followed by a long, low moan as she began to orgasm in about thirty seconds.

“That was not hard,” Hunter said as he licked across one of her nipples.

“S-strong fingers,” she gasped, her body trembling as she orgasmed. She tried to speak again but couldn’t manage it until the orgasm had passed.

Hunter heard movement and glanced back as he prepared for the next part. Chloe, Kiara, Riley, and Nicole all burst into the bedroom. He grinned at them and then he pushed Lilia onto her back. He got up and settled between her legs, which he grabbed and spread wide, handling her lean frame easily. She was looking up at him now, her eyes wide, her face flushed, her skin glistening with sweat.

“I am going to breed you hard, you slut,” he said to her.

A look of surprise came onto her face and she began to respond, but the surprise grew into something more intense and her eyes became unfocused as he speared her with his erection. Hunter felt himself entering a world of pleasure as he slid smoothly into that sweet, mature pussy. She let out a long, loud cry of bliss as he penetrated her all the way, pushing everything into her and feeling her clench her firm, slick inner muscles around his rigid length.

“Oh YES!” she shrieked as he began pumping into her.

Lilia began to orgasm again within about ten seconds and he abruptly realized she must actually be easy to make come, she’d just said that to get extra effort out of him. Fine, then. He could appreciate that. He stuck his thumb against her clit and began rubbing it vigorously as soon as she’d finished coming and kept stroking hard and fast into her.

She screamed his name and quickly devolved into an incoherent string of sounds as he fucked her brains out and she began to orgasm a third time. After that, Hunter thought that this was about how the rest of the session would continue, but then Lilia’s assertion about her roughness sparked to life.

She came up out of her near stupefied state and stared up at him with maddened eyes, grasping his arms.

“Up,” she growled.

Without pulling out of her, Hunter grasped her and got up onto his knees, hugging her against him. He got her settled and then gripped her thighs and began bouncing her on his cock.

“Oh fuck yes! Just like that!” she screamed.

He stared into her wide and wild eyes as he fucked her, finding himself enjoying this greatly. All the sex was good, but it was nice meeting a woman who could match that almost angry energy he often felt. They fucked like that for a bit longer, then she kissed him hard on the mouth and pulled back.

“On your back, I want on top,” she panted.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, and he heard a few of the other women chuckle.

Still keeping her mounted on his steel-hard erection, he managed to get onto his back, his head now lying by the foot of the bed. She grinned fiercely, almost ferociously, down at him. Then she laid her hands flat against his chest and began to aggressively ride him.

The pleasure quickly became all-consuming. Her slick vagina clenched hard around his shaft and kept slamming him with utter rapture as she fucked him. She was in phenomenal shape and she put those long, strong legs to use as she crouched over him, fucking him smooth and fast.

“Come on, come on,” she whispered, panting. “I want your seed. I want your kits.”

“You’re gonna get it,” he replied and grasped her hips.

She gasped and then cried out as he first got her back down onto her knees, then held her firmly against him while thrusting up into her, burying himself as deep inside of her sweet pussy as possible. He held her there for a moment, then he tightened his grip on her hips and began bouncing her hard and fast and firm on his cock.

He started coming about fifteen seconds later, again holding her hard against him while shoving himself up. Lilia moaned and yelled in ecstasy as he filled her up. He could feel it coming out of him in huge, hard spurts, each one releasing a fresh pulse of blinding pleasure. He was breeding her and it was beyond glorious.

Lilia made some very interesting noises as she took his seed, almost like growling that turned into screaming at the top of her lungs, a new, loud sound coming out of her each time he thrust up into her and released a fresh burst of his stuff deep inside of her.

It ended and he released her, falling back against the bed, feeling immensely contented.

“That was...very intense,” Rain murmured.

“Yeah,” Hunter said, grinning up at Lilia, who was still atop him, still had him inside of her, “you are kind of different than the others.”

“My mother was a wolf,” she said.

“Oh, that explains it,” Brooke murmured.

“Wait...what? How does that work?” Hunter asked.

Lilia looked down at him, uncertain, and then her eyes lit with understanding. “Oh. Right. Shit, sorry, I forgot about your memory loss. It’s rare but possible that we can crossbreed. It’s easier now with medical help, but my mom was just one in a million apparently. It’s also kind of random how we come out looking, but it is possible for a wolf woman to give birth to a rabbit. Which makes me curious about what your kits are going to look like.”

“With the technology available to us at the Warren,” Chloe said, “once we reach two months into the pregnancy cycle we can run scans and extrapolate at least on a basic level what our kits might look like.”

“Wow. Okay, I’m definitely doing that, I wanna see,” Rain said.

“Yeah,” Brooke murmured, and so did a few of the others.

“I’ll take you up on that when I’m far enough along,” Lilia said. She grinned back down at Hunter and patted his chest. “All right, that was incredible. I don’t want to get into why but that was the best sex of my life, but you had a lot of seed to give and as much as I would enjoy lounging around naked with it in me, I have responsibilities to tend to.”

“Don’t we all,” Hunter replied as she got off him.

Lilia got to her feet and faced the others. “Thank you for sharing your mate with me.”

“Thank you for putting on such a good show,” Rain replied, making several of them laugh.

“Uh-uh,” Brooke said as Hunter began to get up. He looked over and saw she was halfway naked and on the way to being fully unclothed. “My turn.”

Hunter settled back down and a moment later she was atop him with a feral grin.


CHAPTER 6

Hunter stood in front of the airlock with six people before him, lined up in a row.

They were all standing at attention, or as at attention as they could for civilians. They were all done up in cold weather gear, all armed, all ready for the coming journey.

He didn’t ask them if they wanted to back out. The time for that had already passed and, at this point, he knew they’d all take it as an insult anyway.

In a way, he respected that.

For their journey to the south, he had chosen to take Brooke, Riley, Luke, Penny, a farmer named Len, and, against his better judgment, Kiara.

The women in his life, he was finding, were his one real weakness.

He couldn’t say no to them unless he had an extremely good reason to, and Kiara had wanted to come on this expedition.

They all looked solid. He knew Brooke and Riley were ready, no question. They had both been shaky in their own ways in the beginning of their journeys, but both were now pretty tough, ready to face whatever horrors the world threw at them.

Penny and Luke were both the same way. He’d had doubts, because conflict was a no man’s land that had no guarantee of survival. Choosing to face it was entering that land, and he knew that the unlikeliest coward might come through a battle-hardened veteran while the toughest motherfucker might come out the other side a broken shell of a person, or not at all.

Kiara he was still unsure of. He had no doubts about her skills and stability within the Warren. But out there? She had shown enough courage under fire so far that he was willing to bring her along, but he was convinced that her place was mostly in the Warren. Not because she was weak, but because it was where her skillset suited her, and everyone else, best.

Their final addition was one of necessity. Len was in his early forties but looked older. He had the grizzled, hardened edge of a man who had spent his life in the wilderness, carving a living out of rock and dirt under a burning sky. He had nicks in his ears and scars on his face and down his arms. He had a calm, sure presence, a lanky build of ropy muscle, and a shaved head.

He had lived on a farm to the south all his life and, by chance, had been in Nym buying supplies when the war had broken out. He had been among those captured and put into the work camp while he’d been on his way home. Mercifully, or perhaps not, depending on how you looked at it, his wife and teenage son had been with him when captured, and they were still together now here at the Warren.

And Hunter was asking him to go back out into the fray.

He had said yes immediately, but he knew this was taking a hell of a toll on his family. Hunter had promised to bring him back in one piece, but he knew promises were shaky prospects at best when it came to the battlefield.

They had already triple-checked their gear, ensured they had everything and that everything worked.

It was time to get this show on the road.

“All right,” he said. “One more review, then we’re out the airlock. We’re ready to face this. It’s going to be pretty uncertain out there. We might find nothing, and we might find everything. We might face no resistance, we might face packs of wolves and tigers, and some of those Trinkets to boot. We need to be ready for everything. You all know how to follow orders, and you know to follow orders. You pay attention, listen to me, and do what needs doing, and I’ll get you back here in one piece.”

He didn’t like saying that, because he knew he couldn’t promise it. Even a supersoldier couldn’t promise that. And he knew Riley knew it, and so did Brooke now, but the others didn’t, and they needed to hear it.

Confidence was everything, but it was also a razor’s edge.

“That being said...watch. Your. Ass. You hear a noise, you think you see something, you get a bad feeling, trust it. Trust yourself. You’ve all got great instincts over here. Use them. I’d much rather spend a few minutes running down a false alarm than have some squad of tigers sneaking up our ass. Don’t be afraid to speak up. Now, any questions?”

There were none.

Hunter nodded and wordlessly walked through them to the airlock.

…

The first two hours of their journey were mostly quiet.

They left the Warren, did a little survey of the immediate area, and then struck off southbound. Their route was relatively simple, though Hunter was nervous about certain parts of it. In truth, he was nervous about the whole thing, but that was because he had several of his mates with him.

They kept up a brisk pace with little chatter.

He’d been considering perhaps delaying until tomorrow, but enough time had passed thanks to the blizzard that he was no longer comfortable with delaying the mission any further. And so he led them on through the snow, winding along the natural pathways between the dead trees, denuded of their greenery as winter settled in for a long, icy hold on the landscape.

As they went farther south, though, they heard more conflict.

The staccato bursts of machine gun fire, the distant cracks of explosives, occasionally the screams of the damned and the dying.

It seemed that the tigers were making their push into the woodlands, and the wolves were pushing back.

Or maybe they were getting lucky, and the tigers were running into more Trinkets.

That was still bugging him, nagging at him like an incessant gnat he couldn’t seem to swat. The anxiety buzzed around his awareness and landing again and again and again. Why had they been in the Warren? Why had they sealed all that up? Where the fuck did they come from? Who made them? What were they doing?

They ran into their first tiger patrol just after two hours, when they were maybe a mile shy of the forest’s edge. It was getting denser and hillier and harder to navigate, slowing their progress considerably. But that cut both ways, thankfully.

Hunter decided not to risk a firefight and instead led them upwind, into the hills, away from the tiger patrol, which was doing little to hide itself. They slunk along between two sharp rises in the land and came out the other side and began making their way back down towards more stable ground. Only just as they got there, he caught scent of yet another patrol.

“Shit,” he muttered, and led them back up.

Another twenty minutes passed as they crept carefully and silently along a narrow path that ran tightly over a rocky cliff face. It looked down onto a clearing with a small frozen pond. They were about halfway across when a trio of tigers suddenly broke into the clearing and everyone had to freeze. Hunter and Brooke carefully took aim at them, preparing for the worst.

He held his fire, though, watching as the tigers paused by the pond’s edge and conferred briefly. He picked up most of what they were saying. They were heading north and they were hunting wolves and rabbits. He heard no mention of the Trinkets.

Abruptly, they finished conversing as another four tigers joined them from the south and they broke off in a loping run northwards.

Hunter led them across the path, down it to the base of the hillside, and then regrouped among the trees.

“Slight change of plans,” he said. “There’s a few too many tiger patrols around for my liking, so I’m going to cause some chaos and lead them away, to the west. Brooke’s in charge. You all get to the forest’s edge, where the valley meets the forest, and stay there. Don’t descend into the valley unless you have to. Wait for me there. I’ll keep in touch with the radio, but unless there’s an emergency, I want radio silence. Understand?”

They all nodded, looking pensive and tense.

“Perfect. I’ll be back soon.”

He kissed Brooke, Riley, and Kiara, then ghosted off into the snowbound wilderness.

…

“Stick this in your ass and smoke it,” Hunter muttered as he finished setting the charges in the hollow of the huge tree he’d found.

He double-checked them, then backed off and looked at the dead body he’d set up. He’d found a lone wolf prowling through the woodlands, doing God knew what, and had killed him easily enough. He would make perfect bait. He’d hooked him to the tree, rigging him up with some rope the wolf had had on him to make it look like he was leaning against the tree with a rifle in his hand.

He’d made sure to get a lot of blood around, too.

There was so much more he could be doing, and part of him wanted to. This place was hot, he’d passed half a dozen tiger patrols so far, and had agitated and lost two of them, using himself like a piece of bait to draw them westward.

He could be laying claymores. He could be laying tripmines. He could be digging pits with spikes at the bottom. Rope traps. Spring traps. Tripwires. Proximity charges. He had most of the supplies he needed to do so, just not the time.

Time was that all-important factor.

Through the haze of memory loss, he recalled running through places like this, having all the time in the world to wreak havoc and play hell with enemy forces.

But he had only himself to consider then, and perhaps locals to avoid killing, but he usually operated in places entirely owned by the enemy.

That wasn’t the case now. He had mates. He had civilians. He had friends and allies and they needed him utterly.

So Hunter made do.

He scrambled up another nearby tree and scanned the area. He’d turned on his heat-vision since he’d headed out and now it was serving him again. Four squads, he saw four squads in the area. Two were heading away, two were heading towards him. He knew at least one of those two were one of the squads he’d pissed off.

Time to make a big distraction.

Settling on the branches, he put the scope to his eye and popped off a few shots at one of the squads heading away from him. He winged one in the shoulder and missed the rest. Immediately they all scattered, spun, and returned fire. A few rounds shrieked by but didn’t come close to hitting, as he was pretty far away.

He fired a few more times, then repeated the process with the other squad.

They were a bit closer and one of their rounds clipped his vest, tearing a chunk out. He chuckled and hurriedly worked his way back down the tree. He paused halfway down and pulled out a flare gun he’d found among the possessions of the wolf.

Aiming straight up, he fired.

A brilliant red-orange flare burst into existence, shooting straight up into the cold gray skies and hopefully calling any wolf packs to come and assist.

Hunter laughed as he hit the ground and took off eastward. There was nothing quite like having two hostile forces that hated each other going at it and luring both of them into a trap so they’d get pissed off and kill each other even harder.

Finding the little bolt hole he’d scouted earlier, Hunter squatted down into a hollow that looked like it might’ve been dug out by some rabbit refugees looking for quick shelter for the night, and kept watch on the lure.

He’d lost sight of them without his aerial advantage, but it didn’t take long for their heat signatures to come back into his line of sight. He chuckled as he watched them scramble through the snow, pissed off and all riled up.

Seconds ticked by, becoming minutes. More of them came. He realized he’d managed to hook all four of the squads. They were converging on the site. He kept the detonator in hand, finger on the trigger, waiting for the perfect moment.

It was drawing nearer.

The first two squads converged in the clearing with the big tree. He was hoping for some friendly fire, but no such luck. Though they shot the dead wolf immediately. That drew in the other two squads, and soon they were there together and the perfect moment had come.

Hunter pressed the button.

The fire that snapped into existence briefly overwhelmed his vision and he grunted and looked away. When he looked back, he saw a vast plume shooting into the sky and felt the blast of heat even from over here.

“Maybe used a little too much,” he muttered as he tried to get a sense of survivors.

It took a moment, but he saw that yes, a couple had been far enough away, perhaps smart enough to spot a trap when it was laid for them. They weren’t moving very fast, though. Hunter chuckled darkly as he studied the site itself once more. Nothing but fire and more fire. That was for sure going to draw a lot of the fuckers in.

Let them have their war.

Pulling himself out of the niche in the ground, Hunter began hurrying towards the valley.


CHAPTER 7

Hunter felt a strong measure of relief when he reunited with the others and found them intact.

“So, uh, I take it the plan went well?” Brooke asked as they came together at the head of the valley.

“You could say that.”

Penny laughed. “We saw that from over here.”

“I think they saw that down in the mountains,” Luke agreed.

“I might’ve used a little too much,” Hunter replied. “Now, give me a sitrep.”

Everyone but Brooke looked uncertain at that. She nodded tightly and walked out of the forest to the valley’s edge with him in tow.

“There’s a problem,” she said. “They’re already down there. I’ve seen bodies but we haven’t heard any fighting. It’s possible they’ve already killed each other and moved on.”

Hunter grunted, activating his heat-vision and searching the deep trench spread out before them. The valley was a gash in the earth, closer to a gorge than a valley, its walls sharp rather than sloped. The valley floor was some sixty feet down, already cast in shadows from the lowering sun.

Twilight wasn’t far off.

There were indeed corpses and signs of conflict down there. He saw tigers and wolves. None of them were moving, though. He counted some twenty dead bodies, sprawled at random, broken by battle.

Something was wrong.

He didn’t know what, but something was wrong with that valley. His instincts were growling. Unfortunately, he surmised as he looked back up and studied the mildly hilly plains that stood between the forest and the mountains, it was still a better option.

The wolves were pushing south, it seemed. And successfully, too.

It was curious that the wolves were already to the south, yet the tigers were pushing into the woodlands, but war was messy even back where he’d come from. It seemed even more so here. Even as he looked, tracers shot off into the air and a pair of big explosions plumed into the darkening gray skies.

This was still the better option and he said as much to Brooke.

“Yeah,” she muttered, staring unhappily at the valley.

He kept studying it, trying to discern some sort of clue as to what his instincts were speaking to him about. It was snowbound and a sparse forest lay across the floor. But it was like trying to squeeze blood from a stone.

“We go through the valley, to the cave,” Hunter said.

Brooke simply nodded. They called up the others.

“Len, how sure are you about this farmhouse? You’re positive it’s within walking distance from the cave? If we’re lucky, we might still have some sunlight when we emerge from those caves, but I wouldn’t count on it.”

“It’s within sight of the cave,” Len replied firmly. “I remember.”

“All right, good. Hopefully no one will be there. Or, at least, if they are, they’ll be friendly.”

“Or wolves or tigers,” Brooke muttered. “Then we can just kill them.”

“Yeah. All right, let’s do this. Nice and easy. Everyone watch out for each other.”

They left the relative safety of the forest and moved along the edge until they reached a narrow path. It wasn’t the best way down, but as far as they could see, it was the only way down. The valley should offer enough protection from the conflict above, and the caves should for sure, but as they descended into the shadows, Hunter found his faith in that wavering.

…

“Whoa, whoa...hold up,” Hunter said quietly as he caught sight of a tiger corpse.

Everyone froze, becoming still like statues.

Hunter walked slowly over to the body, occasionally taking quick glances around the sparse forest to make sure they were still alone. So far the bodies they’d found had all been killed by each other. Bullet or shrapnel wounds.

But this…

“Oh, crap,” Brooke whispered as Hunter kicked the body over onto its back.

This tiger had been sliced up the front with what looked like a razor sharp sword. One of his arms was severed about halfway up the forearm and a hell of a lot of blood had spilled out onto the snow.

“What’s going on?” Kiara whispered.

“This looks like a Trinket kill,” Hunter replied.

He reactivated his heat-vision and took another look around, then tensed when he saw a figure just at the edge of his vision, in a denser cluster of trees. He studied it carefully for a moment and realized it was either a wolf or a tiger, sitting on the ground, leaned against the trunk of a tree.

“Think we’ve got a survivor over here. Come on.”

His heart starting to kick harder in his chest, Hunter led his group up to the copse and then had them stop and hide behind the trees. He was certain of his assertion now. He could hear the guy, definitely a wolf, definitely in pain.

“Who’s out there?!” a voice demanded weakly as Hunter approached slowly.

“No one you want to see,” he replied. “If you’ve got a gun, I suggest you throw it down now.”

The wolf began to say something, then coughed a few times, then groaned. “Fine.”

He heard a heavy thunk in the snow, then another. Rifle and pistol, he could tell that without looking. Finally, he stepped out, covering the wolf with his rifle.

“Aw shit,” he muttered. “It’s you.”

“You know me?” Hunter asked, slowly approaching.

The wolf had been stabbed in the gut and it was bad. He was very pale, his eyes mildly glazed.

“Yeah. You’re the hunter.”

“That’s what you call me?” he asked, resisting the urge to chuckle.

“Yeah. What the fuck are you? I…” He paused, coughed a few times. Blood flecked on his uniform and the snow around him. He sniffed and wiped at his mouth. “I had a friend who was at that camp you attacked. Got away. Said you moved like a monster. Like the wind. It was impossible, but I saw the den after you did it.”

“I’m a supersoldier,” Hunter replied, deciding to give him something. “Experimental.”

“Who made you? The same people as those fucking hybrids?”

“Hybrids?”

“The machine people.”

“No. I don’t know who made them.”

The wolf coughed a few more times and groaned. “You aren’t with them?”

“No. What were you doing down here? Obviously you ran into the machine people.”

“Yeah. We were…” He paused, looked like he was going to resist for a second, then seemed to give up. “We were trying to find something. A probe. Deer tech. It was shot down, here in this valley.”

“What was on it? Was it yours or the tigers’?”

He laughed weakly, bitterly. “You think they tell us shit?”

Against his will, Hunter felt a bitter note of sympathy for the dying wolf. “Where is it?”

“Farther north. I-”

He stopped speaking very abruptly and the light went out of his eyes and his head fell forward, his chin resting on his chest, his hands falling away from his bleeding guts.

He was dead.

“Great,” Hunter muttered, looking around again.

He finds a talkative enemy and he dies in the middle of the talk. Well, he had some intel, at least, and this whole thing had changed. At least temporarily. Hunter approached the now dead wolf, dropped into a crouch, and began patting him down.

He’d used up all his ammo, it seemed. He took a few rations and a piece of tech, a handheld device that he hoped was a tracker.

“We’ve got Trinkets,” he said as he came back to the others. “What’s this?” he asked, handing the device to Riley.

“Tracking device,” she replied as she took it and booted it up immediately. “They were hunting something.”

“A deer drone. We have to find it.”

“Agreed,” Brooke said. “Theirs or the tigers’?”

“He didn’t know. And he’s dead now so it doesn’t matter if he was lying. They were ordered to recover it from this valley before the tigers got it, but they all ended up down here with some Trinkets. He didn’t get a chance to say if there were more around, but we should assume there are. Riley, how far and what direction?”

“Same direction we’re going, though it looks like it’s against the eastern wall. It’s about a thousand feet from here.”

Hunter accepted the device from her and studied the little screen. He got a rough idea of what it was displaying, confirmed what Riley had told him, and passed it back.

“Perfect. Everyone, eyes open, heads on a swivel. Listen for ticking or whirring sounds, machinery, or footsteps in the snow. I should be able to pick up a Trinket before you, but we all need to be one hundred percent for this.”

They marched on.

The shadows were deepening now as the sun continued to set, sinking towards the eternal horizon. Hunter could feel apprehension crawling around in his guts like an undead tapeworm. He hated to admit it, but the Trinkets did scare him. Though mostly because he felt less capable of defending the rabbits from them than the wolves or the tigers.

They left the copse behind, marching in a diagonal line to the northeast, towards the caves and towards this deer probe.

Deer tech again. Something about that bugged him, nagged at his consciousness. Deer tech was supposed to be rare, but...he didn’t know. Something was off. Maybe it was just nerves, but maybe it wasn’t.

They came across more corpses as they marched through the snow. Hunter had his heat-vision on nonstop now. There seemed to be nothing in the valley with them, and while he had no doubt the meat portions of the Trinkets wouldn’t give off enough heat to register, the tech parts of them sure as shit should.

“Riley?” he asked after five long, cold minutes.

“Within a hundred feet now,” she replied.

Still no sign of Trinkets or survivors. As they began closing the final gap between them, Hunter spied the actual drone. It didn’t look particularly big and it sat in a depression in the snow and dirt, a dark, metallic piece of tech, settled among a sparse collection of trees.

Hunter hesitated as he came within the last twenty feet of it. He saw a trail in the snow, a bloody trail.

A body had been dragged away.

All his instincts began screaming at once.

“Back off!” he snapped, backpedaling.

Suddenly, he began to hear a ticking and whirring sound. He raised his rifle as a Trinket stepped into view from behind one of the trees.

And then a second one stepped out to join the first.

Why hadn’t they been giving off heat?

They had set a trap.

It wasn’t all that effective, but that they’d done it at all worried him deeply.

They were both wolves. One of them had blue wiring running down both arms, threaded in and out of the dead, pale flesh. It had a knife for a hand and another piece of metal had been attached as a wristblade to the other arm. Both eyes burned a frozen blue light. One ear had been torn off and he could see metal through holes in its flesh.

The other Trinket held a machine gun and stared with one dead eye and one red eye. Its teeth had been replaced with jagged metal shards that clanked and clattered together as it worked its jaw slowly open and closed, almost like it had a tic. One arm had been replaced completely by a crude metal facsimile.

They struck. Their movements were horribly fast.

Everyone opened fire at once. Hunter and the gun-wielding Trinket aimed their weapons at the same time but the Trinket fired first. Hunter felt several rounds punch him in the chest, none getting through his bulletproof vest.

He fired a sustained burst directly into the Trinket’s face. He saw flesh shredded and blown away from the grinning skull and meat beneath, saw its one good eye burst and pop in a spray of glass and sparks like a lightbulb and then it began staggering around, twitching spasmodically as it continued to fire, now at random.

The other Trinket was making a beeline for the rabbits. Hunter turned and launched himself into it as it came in close enough. He only managed to wing it, slashing at it with one of the blades mounted on his assault rifle, and that sent it stumbling. He heard Kiara yelp in pain and felt his anxiety and rage turn up a few more notches.

He spun and activated his ability, more out of panic than anything else.

Surging forward, he jabbed the bayonet into the Trinket’s back, lifted it straight up, and then flipped it over while spinning back around and hurling it into the ground as hard as he could. He heard several bones break as it crashed into the frozen dirt, but that didn’t seem to bother it too much as its remaining hand shot out and grasped his ankle.

He grunted as it squeezed with a horrible force. Hunter lashed out, stabbing down with the bayonet and spearing it through the wrist, pinning it momentarily to the ground. He yanked his foot away, then brought the assault rifle up to stab it in the head.

Only at the last second did he see that the second Trinket had regained enough of its footing to run for him. It dove straight into him, tackling him and sending them both rolling and then suddenly he was fighting for his life. His rifle had flown free from his hands in the chaos and now he lay on his back, grappling with a thing that was nearly as strong as he was, even in his heightened state.

He stared up at the awful thing, into the twisted face of death and cold machine intelligence. It stared back with no expression at all, completely flat affect. Somehow, that was a whole hell of a lot creepier.

In a burst of strength, he threw it off him, snatched out his knife and buried it in the thing’s not-so-dead eye, given it could see well enough to attack him. It plunged through the eyeball and down the socket and into its brain. The Trinket immediately began twitching even worse than before, emitting a horrible electronic squealing sound.

“Hunter!” Brooke screamed.

He twisted to see the other monstrous beast had freed itself and was coming for him. Brooke ran right at it, firing her pistol and screaming, and Hunter screamed her name as it backhanded her and sent her flying right into a tree.

He surged up, his fury maxing out, and he grabbed the thing’s wrists and plunged both its knife-hand and its wristblade up into its own skull. Then he ripped out his pistol, put the barrel against its forehead, and emptied the magazine.

Still enraged, he snatched up his rifle and drove the bayonet several times into the other thing’s head, stabbing it until he was sure it was dead.

And the moment both of those things were dead, his rage fell away and was replaced immediately by concern. Brooke was on the ground, Kiara was leaning against a tree, wincing, holding her arm. He rushed over to Brooke and dropped out of his heightened state, then nearly collapsed alongside her.

“Are you okay?” he asked, grasping her shoulders and looking her over.

“I...think so,” she groaned. She had a gash on her forehead and her lip was bloody. “Go check Kiara,” she replied more firmly. He hesitated, torn between the two women. “Hunter, I’ll be fine. I just need a minute. Go check Kiara.”

He nodded and hurried over to her.

“Is anyone else hurt?” he asked as he stepped up to her.

A string of negatives came back to him as he gently pulled her hand away from her bicep. It came away bloody, but not terribly so.

“Winged me,” she muttered, wincing badly as they studied the wound together through the hole in her coat.

“It’ll be okay,” he replied.

“Is Brooke okay?”

“I’m fine, Kiara,” Brooke called back. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah...I think so. Hunter, am I?”

“Yes, you’ll be fine, babe,” he said, relief tentatively rearing its head as he studied the wound through the hole. “Just grazed you. It’ll sting for a while, but it’ll be fine. Just need to clean and patch it up. Riley, can you do that?”

“Yes,” she replied, pulling out her medical kit. “You’ll have to pull your arm out of your sleeve.”

Kiara nodded. “Go help her.”

Hunter nodded and jogged back over to Brooke, who was still sitting down. He knelt and cracked open his case.

“You should get the probe,” she said.

“It’ll keep,” he replied, getting a sterile wet wipe out and starting to tend to her head wound. “It won’t need stitches.”

“Good for that, at least,” she muttered. “I’m getting a headache.”

“Yeah, I need to check you for a concussion. Hold still.”

He expected her to argue but she didn’t. Progress there, at least. He finished tending to her head wound, then did what he could for her lip. Then he ran a quick check for a concussion.

“You don’t seem to have one, but I want you to tell me if you start getting dizzy, double or blurry vision, ears ringing, nausea, anything like that. Got it?”

“I got it, babe,” she replied.

He helped her up and as he was looking at her, he felt the bottom of his stomach drop out.

“Are the kits okay?!” he demanded in a near panic as that particular thought came crashing into his head like a bomb.

“Yes, Hunter,” she replied firmly. “I appreciate the concern, but remember: we’re very durable. Our wombs are very protected. Honestly, my body will break before theirs will.”

Hunter breathed a long sigh of relief. “Right. Fuck, that was stressful.”

“You handled it pretty well, although you were moving really fast…”

“Yeah, I used my ability. Just for a bit.” He began to feel the pull of time again, and of decision-making. This complicated things, and in more ways than one. He sighed. “We should get that probe, see what all the fuss is about.”

“We still going through the caves?” she asked uncertainly.

“I’m considering our options.”

Hunter walked to the probe and called Riley over. It wasn’t very big, maybe a bit bigger than a football, made of dark metal that was crumpled and dented in several places. It did resemble the scanning drone he’d seen earlier in design.

He picked it up, studied it for a moment, then passed it to Riley. “What do you think?”

“Looks pretty beat up,” she muttered as she looked it over. “Give me a minute.”

Sitting down in the snow, she pulled out her toolkit and spent a moment going over it. The others had gathered around them, still shooting wary looks at the dead Trinkets. Hunter was looking at the blood trail he’d initially noticed.

It led towards the cave, which he could see now.

And now that he was looking, he saw more than one trail, the others a bit fainter in the snow and not nearly as bloody.

They had been killing anyone who approached the probe and then dragging them off towards the cave. Had they shot it down? Or were they just capitalizing on the situation?

“It’s pretty fucked up,” Riley said, “but I can pull the data drive. We could plug it in once we got back to the Warren.”

“Do it,” he said.

She nodded and kept working. Hunter was still weighing the pros and cons of going to the cave or backtracking, making camp for the night, and then trying to go overland instead. He still hadn’t reached a decision by the time she’d finished.

“All right, we’re at something of an impasse. I’m not sure whether to go back, camp for the night, then try to tackle this walk overland, or to press on through the caves. I want to put it to a vote.”

“What are the benefits of going through the caves now?” Kiara asked.

“Or even the reasons? Beyond the obvious original one?” Penny asked.

“There are two additional reasons to go through the cave now. The first is that there might be survivors. Rabbit survivors, or other refugees. The second is that obviously, the Trinkets are in there. And they’re doing something in there. I want to know what it is that they’re doing. We have slim data on those things and the more we know, the better. I’ll vote last.”

Everyone looked uncertainly at each other. Brooke went first. “I vote we go through the caves.”

“I do, too,” Penny said.

“Yeah, caves,” Kiara agreed, a little reluctantly.

“Caves,” Luke said with a bit of false bravado.

“We should probably do the caves,” Riley agreed unhappily.

Len sighed. “I don’t really want to go in there, but it makes sense. So, yeah.”

Hunter nodded. “All right. Caves it is then.”

With great reluctance, they all began walking towards the dark opening in the rock wall, the gray skies continuing to darken as the sunlight bled from them.


CHAPTER 8

The cave reeked of death.

And something more.

There was a faintly electrical oily smell that lingered, mixing with the rot of decay and spilled blood and ruptured bowels. Darkness seemed to gather along the edges of the first cavern they stepped into, the shadows stubborn despite Hunter’s nightvision.

He stepped into the gloom first, the others stood behind him in a row, weapons at the ready.

The cave entrance was broad, some twenty feet across, ten high, and it led into a cavern of mostly equal proportions that extended some thirty feet back. This was going to be unknown territory. That had been true since the beginning, as Len only knew of the cave’s existence and its two entrances. He’d never personally been down there.

But it was a million times truer now that they knew the Trinkets were inside.

And doing dark things.

There was just one way to go, thankfully. Hunter stepped deeper inside, scanning for targets. The cavern was mostly empty, just a few bigger rocks where something might conceivably hide. There were some signs of non-Trinket habitation, but it was all stuff you’d expect to find in a cave within reasonable distance of civilization.

Trash, mostly. Some graffiti on the walls. The remnants of an old, old campfire.

Now there was blood, some of it still wet. Hunter’s breath fogged on the air as he walked slowly around the space, checking for Trinkets or traps. Would they lay further traps? His military mind was already calculating two dozen different possibilities.

But he saw none of the telltales and while it was tempting to listen to his instincts and assume they still weren’t together enough for that, he didn’t trust them.

“All right,” he said as he came back to rejoin the others, “listen carefully. We are going to make our way through this cave. We are going to, within reason, check every nook and cranny. We are going to do so silently and carefully. You see something, you hear something, you tell me. No shooting unless you are sure you have a target. Absolutely no going off on your own. I will be the only one to do that...okay, questions?”

“What do we do if we find survivors?” Kiara asked.

“If they’re friendly, take them with us. If they aren’t, send them packing back this way. If they’re too far gone, mercy kill them. If they’re too dangerous, execute them. The hostiles, obviously. Any further questions?”

There were none.

Hunter nodded tightly. “Good. Keep it tight. As little sound as possible.”

There were silent nods in response. Good. Hunter about-faced and began marching across the cavern once more.

It narrowed to a reasonably-sized tunnel that extended at a level grade for about thirty feet and then began veering right. He led them in until they reached the turn and then stopped, holding up his fist. There, he listened.

He listened as closely as he could.

And he heard things.

Now that the wind had died away and there was only the silence of the cave, it spoke to him. And it had nothing to say that he wanted to hear.

He heard a whirring sound, but not like machinery. This time, it sounded closer to a drill. He heard a faint banging. He heard other, less definable sounds.

Reluctantly, he pressed deeper.

Getting up to the curve, he let his gun lead the way. Everyone had their flashlights out and he thanked whoever might be listening that his nightvision automatically corrected for that. He also had his heat-vision on, but it wasn’t really showing him anything.

The tunnel straightened out after a bit and let into a larger cavern. This one had two stories, a sloping natural ramp curving along the wall to the left and leading up to a path that became a kind of natural balcony. The sounds were louder, clearer now, but nothing seemed to be actually in there with them.

“Watch our back,” he whispered to Penny, who nodded and faced the tunnel.

Then he stalked slowly into the center and took a look around. He counted two openings on the ground floor and could just see one up higher. He went and peered into both. The first opening dead-ended after about ten feet and a quick inspection revealed it went nowhere worthwhile. The second led into another tunnel that descended at a somewhat steep grade.

There was a lot of blood and foot traffic evidenced in this tunnel, and the sounds were louder.

Knowing he’d have to investigate that further, Hunter left it for the moment and headed up the ramp to the second story. He found just a single other tunnel leading away into the rocky darkness. More signs of Trinket activity, though they were much less so up here.

He rejoined the group.

“Two ways to go, up and down. I’m guessing up leads to our ultimate destination, so we’ll leave it for last. Down is where we’re going. Everyone stick close, but don’t bunch up. Penny and Luke, you’ve got the rear. Brooke is going to join me. Brooke, if I need to fire, I’ll drop into a crouch and you’ll fire over my head, got it?” She nodded tightly. He looked to Penny and Luke. “You two, do not attempt that maneuver if something comes from the back, it’s way too easy to just stand up in the line of fire without realizing it. Got it?”

They both nodded, now even more anxious, and he led the expedition on, deeper into the heart of darkness.

It smelled worse as they entered the tunnel and began their descent. Hunter’s mind made uncomfortable connections with going down deeper into hell, and this was a kind of hell. If anyone was alive down there, he did not envy them in any capacity.

The tunnel continued for a ways and there were more signs of Trinkets. Bits of metal, bits of flesh, a lot more blood. They began to find broken supplies littering the ground. A shattered flashlight, a torn-open medical kit, a broken pistol with a bent barrel. Spent shell casings. Had someone fought back? He hoped so.

Finally, the tunnel leveled out and broadened into a larger tunnel that terminated about fifty feet away. There were more openings along the walls, two to the left, three to the right. Now the sounds were clear, distinct.

He heard someone crying.

A survivor.

Suddenly, the situation was that much more tense.

Before he could formulate a plan, he heard footsteps. Uneven, almost like a drunk staggering along, but oddly mechanical, not in the nature of the sound but in the cadence. He followed the sound and aimed at the farther opening on the right.

A rabbit emerged, stilted and staggering. Metal ran along one of its legs and wiring twisted the length of both arms, twining together at the end to cover its hands, which sported all sorts of things. Each finger ended in something different.

A screwdriver. A scalpel. A wrench. A blowtorch.

Both eyes were replaced and glared an alien green light. Both ears had been removed. The rabbit came to a halt and looked at him, as if surprised by their presence. Hunter aimed, preparing to fire, but something was different about this one. He expected it to charge, but it didn’t. Instead, it began issuing a loud beeping sound.

“Fuck that,” Hunter growled, and fired off a burst.

The shots landed squarely in its face and the rabbit Trinket went down in a spray of sparks and gore and metal bits as both eyes shattered. It toppled over backwards, the beeping stopping, but even before the last of the sound fell away, a new sound came to replace it.

Stomping. Heavy treads. Coming closer.

Whirring, chugging, beeping.

Something else was coming.

Something bigger.

“Get ready,” Hunter whispered.

“Hello!?” someone called suddenly in a fearful voice, the words echoing uncertainly down one of the other tunnels. “Is someone there?! Please help!”

He began to call back, but the words died in his throat as the new threat arrived.

And what a threat it was.

It was a tiger Trinket.

From the looks of it in terms of sheer size, it had been a pack leader. It was taller than he was, and it rippled with raw power, muscles bulging, though now it was lopsided. Its right arm was bigger than its left by a noticeable amount and the skin was bizarrely stitched. Its eyes didn’t glow, they blazed with an evil red light.

It didn’t have any weapons that he could see. No wristblades or knives for hands or guns. But it didn’t look like it needed them.

The thing issued a low, half-digitized growl and began stalking towards him.

Hunter knew in an instant that if he let this thing get anywhere near the others it would not go well.

“Stay back!” he snapped, and dropped into his supersoldier ability once more.

The world slowed. Reality seemed to snap into a much sharper focus, everything seen with a previously unrealized clarity.

Hunter aimed his rifle and emptied the magazine into the creature while surging forward. It moved. Not fast enough to dodge the bullets, but enough to dodge some of them, and cause the others to land in less than lethal places.

They tore chunks of flesh from its broad, well-muscled chest and arms. And then the rifle was empty and they clashed together in the tunnel’s center.

Hunter threw himself at the Trinket bayonet-first. The tiger put its hand between its face and Hunter and took the bayonet through the dead flesh. He grunted as it stopped cold.

Holy shit, this thing was strong.

As if to demonstrate this further, it twitched its hand to the side and snapped the bayonet off clean, jerking the rifle from his hands. Hunter grunted again in surprise. He abandoned any attempt to snatch it out of the air and instead quick-drew his pistol and emptied the magazine into the tiger’s face.

Big chunks of gore were ripped from its head, but the bullets clearly weren’t getting through. They bounced off in rapid succession, spitting into the cave’s walls and floor and ceiling, one of them burying itself in his vest with a hard kick.

Bloodied metal was revealed where each shot landed.

Fuck.

And then Hunter was picked up and thrown backwards as the tiger landed one solid punch right in his chest. An explosion of pain mushroomed through his torso as he sailed through the air and landed on his back with a heavy thud at the feet of the others.

They all immediately opened fire, peppering the advancing tiger Trinket with gunfire. Hunter gasped for breath, rolling aside and keeping low to avoid getting shot in the back of the head by friendly fire. The Trinket wasn’t quite walking into their hail of gunfire, but it was advancing, slowly but surely.

“Cease fire!” Hunter snarled once they’d run out of ammo. “Fall back!”

He scrambled to his feet as the Trinket surged forward. He’d been prepared for this. Reaching behind him, he drew his secondary pistol and took aim. The Trinket slapped the pistol out of his hand and it went flying, landing with a metallic thud on the ground. Cursing, he dodged a hit, then another, then dove and tucked into a roll.

Snatching up the pistol, he twisted and came up to find the Trinket had evidently lost interest in him and chosen to instead go after the others.

Hunter aimed carefully and fired three times, putting three rounds through the back of its head.

Those got through.

The tiger abruptly seized up, took one more step forward, then collapsed into a heap of unruly limbs. Hunter breathed a sigh of relief. For good measure, he walked up and put one more round through it.

A stream of sparks and gray-red-black fluid leaked out through the holes. Among the guns and ammo they’d been salvaging from the wolves and tigers, he’d managed to locate some armor-piercing rounds and had held onto those after the first time he’d run into one with the chrome in its dome.

“Everyone okay?” he asked, dropping back out of his heightened state.

Everyone responded affirmatively in quiet, shocked tones, still staring at the dead Trinket.

“Is anyone still alive out there!?” a voice called tentatively. A rabbit voice.

“Yeah! Are any of the monsters in there with you?!” Hunter called back, identifying the correct tunnel they were down now that the battle was over.

“No! We’re locked up!”

“Is anyone badly hurt?!”

“My friend has a head wound and he’s unconscious!”

“Got it, just wait there! Need to secure the area!”

Hunter wasn’t sure if there were any other Trinkets around, because he felt sure they would have come running. But he needed to be sure.

“Let me go down there,” Brooke said.

“No,” Hunter replied. “I’m still not sure it’s not a trap. Could be them mimicking voices.”

“Can they do that?!” Luke whispered harshly.

“I have no idea, but I’d rather not send some of you down there and find out the hard way. No, we’re going to split this up. Len, you and Riley stay here and keep watch. Penny and Luke and Brooke, head down this tunnel here. Kill any Trinkets you see. Once you secure it, return and head down the second one. I’ll take the last one and the one opposite it. Then I’ll check out the final one where the survivors are.”

Hopefully, he thought unhappily.

They nodded and got to it. Hunter went down his own chosen tunnel. It extended twenty feet and terminated in a simple, rocky room that immediately turned his stomach. It was obviously being used as a storage area.

For parts.

Body parts.

There were some dozen dead wolves, rabbits, and tigers spread out in heaps along the ground. They were cut open, mutilated, butchered.

Desecrated.

He genuinely wasn’t sure if this was worse than the feeding ground at the work camp. As he began hunting through the remains to make damn sure no one here was still alive, he heard a startled shout and a few gunshots, then nothing.

He was on his way back down the tunnel when his radio crackled to life. “It’s okay,” Brooke said, “we killed one. It was like the first one, the rabbit. It didn’t really try to fight. It’s dead now.”

“Make sure.”

He heard two more echoing gunshots. “I’m sure.”

“Okay, continue your search.”

“Yep.”

Hunter went back to his own gruesome search. In the end, he mercifully found no survivors, and gratefully left the wretched place. Wanting to get this over with, he headed down the second tunnel. He could still hear some sounds, buzzing and humming that he’d initially took as machinery. As he reached the threshold where the tunnel opened up into a small cavern, he realized that it was machinery, just not in the way he’d been envisioning.

A dozen tables were spread out across the open space, all of them holding something. An awful blend of scrap metal, tools, spare parts, and pieces of people lay scattered across each tabletop. Three of them held entire people, though clearly they were dead.

Two more of what he realized had to be worker Trinkets, or perhaps builders, moved among the tables. Both of them were rabbits, both heavily modded, both with tools attached to their fingers. One walked back and forth between a table containing a dead wolf and a table containing a lot of spare tech. The other stood at a table scattered with parts and seemed to be sorting through them.

As he watched, the first grabbed a piece of metal from one table, hobbled back over to the dead wolf, and began to slice into the body and fit the metal inside of the wound.

Hunter found himself wanting to watch them work, fascinated despite the horror.

What really caught his attention, though, was a strange piece of equipment at the back of the room, affixed to the wall. It was a bizarre monolith of technology, what appeared to be a whole lot of different parts and pieces welded together in a seemingly chaotic melange of tech. It flashed several different colors of lights and emitted periodic, random blips and chimes and tones.

Was this what was controlling them?

No, it couldn’t be. Well, he suspected it’s what might be controlling the Trinkets here, but this was not the ultimate control device. It felt too...small. Too insignificant. No, this had to be an outpost where they were making more of themselves.

He’d expected the process to be alien and horrifying, and it was, but seeing it all in action was something he evidently hadn’t been prepared for.

But he could feel the press of time, even now, and shot both Trinkets in the head. Three times apiece, just to be sure. Then he checked the bodies to make sure they were really dead. Then he walked up to the device and took a moment to plant some explosives at its base.

No way he was leaving this here.

Once that was done, he jogged back and rejoined the others in the main room.

“You’re gonna wanna see what’s down that second one,” Brooke said unhappily.

“Tables with parts and people on them?” he asked. “And they were operating on the people?”

“Yeah,” she replied grimly, a deep frown on her pale face.

“Same down here. Was there a weird-looking piece of equipment all fitted together?” She shook her head. “All right. Let’s wrap this up, I want the fuck out of here.”

He led the way down the final tunnel. It continued for a little ways and then broadened into a space that was not its own area, just a rounded place where the walls bulged out to either side before continuing along in the original fashion.

Here, in the extra space, were the prisoners. A crudely crafted set of bars too tightly placed to get through had been bolted to the floor and ceiling and walls to either side. The tunnel itself terminated in a simple metal door made of the same metal he’d seen down at the bottom of the Warren. It looked like it was meant to be opened, but was presently solidly locked, and he imagined they weren’t getting inside without a lot of effort.

“There’s a lever on the wall, that’s how they opened our cell,” a voice said quietly.

He found two rabbits and two wolves waiting for him, all along the same side of the tunnel. One of the wolves was obviously part of the militia, wearing camo, but the other looked dressed like a civilian. The two rabbits weren’t in great shape, one of them down on the ground, unmoving. The one who loomed anxiously over him was a thin woman with blood matting the fur of her ears and more of it dried across her face and hands.

She was the one who had been speaking.

“What about there?” Hunter asked, pointing to the big door as he walked up to the lever.

“I don’t know how they open that one. They never did while we were here,” she said quietly.

Hunter pulled the lever, opening a portion of the bars with a metallic squeal. He aimed his rifle at the wolves. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

The militia wolf gave him a low but tired growl, while the other just put his hands up, looking frightened and defeated and lost.

“The one in the jeans is...friendly,” the rabbit said.

She didn’t sound uncertain so much as begrudging.

“Hmm.”

“I don’t want any trouble,” the civilian wolf replied. “And...wait, Riley?”

“You know him?” Hunter asked, glancing at her.

“I know of him. We worked together,” she replied, crossing her arms.

He chuckled nervously, looking at Hunter. “Come on, Riley, you know me.”

“I know enough to say that we shouldn’t immediately put a bullet in your head, at least.”

Hunter sighed. “Fine. For now, everyone’s getting out of this hellhole. Brooke, gather him up,” he said, pointing to the unconscious rabbit. “Riley, watch him. Closely.”

“I will.”

“And you,” Hunter said, looking at the militia wolf, “are coming with me. Try anything and you’ll be dead before you can regret it.”

The wolf said nothing, but didn’t fight when Hunter patted him down. He did the same for the other wolf. Neither were armed. Once Brooke got the unconscious rabbit gathered up, they all marched out of the tunnel and back up to the initial two-storied cavern. Once they got there, he had Brooke set the rabbit down and patch him up.

Hunter separated the militia wolf from the rest of them and took a long look at him. He looked in poor condition, but not bad enough that he couldn’t survive a walk back into the forest. He looked young, maybe twenty two, and sullen, angry, but almost defeated.

“You gonna kill me?” he asked finally.

“No, I’ve got use for you. First thing, though...I want you to tell me why.”

“Why what?”

“Why you did this. Why you sided with a group of raving psychotic assholes who took it upon themselves to imprison, torment, and slaughter an entire group of innocents.”

The wolf kept looking at him, becoming intrigued despite himself. “You’ll kill me if I tell you.”

“I won’t. I promise. I won’t hurt you, either. And neither will they,” Hunter replied. “Whatever comes out of his mouth, no one do anything stupid. Now, tell me. I want to hear it. I want to hear your justification.”

The wolf looked at him uncertainly, then at the others, then back to him. “It needed to happen,” he replied slowly. “They had to be culled. It was a tough but necessary decision. Rabbits breed out of control. They consume all the resources. And then they turn to us for protection, for help, to get them out of the holes they dig themselves into.”

“That plainly isn’t true,” Kiara said, marching over to stand next to Hunter. “Why do you think that? Why would you possibly think that?”

“Answer her,” Hunter said, keeping his voice neutral.

“Because who does the dangerous jobs?” he replied, his own tone growing firmer. “Who provides protection? Security? Who runs into burning buildings? Who does the hard labor? Wolves. And you all think you’re better than us because you locked down the nice jobs. Finances. Hospitals. Commerce. You’re quicker with some things and you think it makes you better, so you keep us out of those jobs and lie and say ‘oh, if only you’d apply yourself like us rabbits-’”

“Bullshit!” Brooke snarled. “That’s bullshit and you know it! I was in Heavy Security, do you know how fucking hard it was to get in!? How hard you motherfuckers worked to keep me out!? And I’ve seen plenty of wolf doctors and salesmen and gardeners!”

“Wolves tend to work more physically intense labor jobs because it tends to suit them better,” Kiara said. “Not because we’re making you! I was the CEO of my own company for family planning, but while I was working my way up, three of my bosses were wolves! And they weren’t bad at their jobs!”

“All right, all right,” Hunter said. “We don’t have time to get into this debate. Let me just ask you one more thing, kid: do you really think it was worth it? Do you really think all of your grudges against society was worth grabbing a gun and slaughtering cowering, begging rabbits in the streets? Answer me that. Answer me that truthfully. Whatever you answer, I’m letting you go, but I want the truth.”

It was deadly silent in the cavern now. Everyone was staring at the militia wolf. He stared back, his expression hard. Then something seemed to give.

“No,” he whispered. He tried to say something else but it got caught in his throat. He cleared it violently and gave his head an angry shake, reaching up and rubbing fast and hard at his eyes. “They didn’t say it was going to be like this.”

“I thought not,” Hunter murmured. “You think on that, kid. Think long and hard. If you really believe that, the best thing you can do is stop doing harm. Now, I want you to listen close. You take a message back to your commanders. A message from me. The big, weird-looking guy with the rabbits. The Hunter. They’ll know who you’re talking about. You tell them I said this: leave and live. Stay and die. Leave the fucking forest and go north until you can’t even see the forest anymore and I’ll let you all live. If you stay, however…”

Hunter stepped forward and let out a low growl that again surprised him by how wolfish it sounded. It had the desired effect, making the wolf go rigid, his fear plain.

“If all the wolves don’t leave, I’ll hunt down each and every last one of you motherfuckers. And I’ll kill you. Every last one of you. I promise. I won’t stop until you’re all dead, and I can do it, too. And I will. Now,” he pointed towards the tunnel they’d taken to get in here initially, “you walk that tunnel and you’ll come to a valley. There’s dead bodies out there, your wolf buddies, should have supplies on them, enough to keep you alive. You walk the valley and get up out of it, there’s the forest. You should be able to find your way back home. Deliver that message.”

“I will,” he said, swallowing nervously. “...can I have a weapon?”

“No, you’ll find enough out there among the dead.”

He nodded and began walking away. They all watched until he was out of sight, until they couldn’t hear his footsteps anymore.

Then Hunter turned to the other wolf, who immediately shrank back. “About what to do with you...thoughts?”

“We could use the help,” Brooke admitted reluctantly.

“Riley?” Hunter asked.

“Ryan,” she replied. “That was your name. I remember you spewing some fucking Wolf First rhetoric when we worked together.”

“I didn’t know!” he cried. “I didn’t know it was going to be like this! Come on, Riley! I refused to fight!”

“He wasn’t hardline,” she admitted after a long moment. “Just a bit of a dipshit. I think he’s probably pretty harmless, but I’d rather hear from her.”

They looked at the female rabbit they’d rescued, who was now sitting on the cave floor with the unconscious rabbit’s head in her lap. He had the idea they were a married couple.

“He’s telling the truth about that, at least,” she said. “My husband and I were camping when the war broke out. We tried to get back to Nym but the fighting was too bad. We ran into some others and were just trying to survive. Then we ran into him. He was on the run from the military, refused to kill rabbits. He showed us a downed plane near the edge of the forest and we made a little camp there. He’s been good, helpful, kind. Then our camp got attacked by tigers. We had to run, ended up in the valley out there, got captured by those...those things. Will you take us with you? You all seem like you have your shit together.”

Hunter nodded. “Yes. We have a place you can stay, but we’re on a mission. We need food and we’re going to hit up the packaging center to grab what we can and drive it back. You help us, you’ve got a secure place to live with a lot of other refugee rabbits.”

“We’re in,” she replied immediately.

“Can I come?” the wolf asked anxiously. They all looked at him. “I don’t have anywhere to go!”

“You can tag along and help for now. We’ll decide whether or not you can live with us along the way,” Hunter replied. He looked at the injured rabbit. “How’s he doing?”

“Head wound but it didn’t look bad,” she replied. “We won’t know for sure until he wakes up, though.”

“Right. Well, Len, can you carry him?”

“I can do it,” Len replied.

“Perfect. First…” Hunter pulled out the detonator and activated it. A muffled thump sounded and the whole area shook.

“What the hell was that?” the wolf asked.

“Explosives. Pack it up, people, I want to get to that farmhouse.”

Len picked up the injured rabbit and they began working their way up and out.


CHAPTER 9

The rabbit couple was named Cora and Jeremy.

They lucked out, in more ways than one. Cora was a hydroponics engineer, Jeremy was a handyman who, according to Cora, would be able to help out a lot around the Warren. They had yet to actually tell them about the Warren, because Hunter was still figuring on what they were going to do with the wolf.

They were right that the second level path led up and out, back into the land of the living.

It was full dark and very cold by the time they emerged from the caves, but it was a welcome sight, nonetheless. Len was right, too. The farmhouse was within sight of the cave. They crossed a barren, snowy field under a clear sky.

The clouds were gone and the moons and the stars were out. Still getting used to those two moons, but he was already finding them comforting.

The farmhouse belonged to a family that Len knew, but not that well. Hunter was figuring on how they were going to approach and ask for help, but it turned out not to matter. The family was long gone. The place was abandoned.

It wasn’t shot up or ripped apart, but it became clear that the family had emptied the place of supplies, hopped in a truck and drove off. What that meant was that they were left with a bigger truck, a flatbed with a canvas top, but it didn’t work and two of the tires were flat.

After they secured the farm and got everyone settled in, Riley and Jeremy, who had since come awake and seemed all right save for a headache, got to work on making the vehicle run again. They were going to need it.

Hunter found himself standing just inside the entryway of the farmhouse, watching everyone move about the kitchen through an open doorway, preparing a big meal. He caught Kiara’s eye and she came over.

“What’s up?”

“Gonna go secure the perimeter,” he replied. “Gonna put some fear into that kid.”

Kiara followed his gaze to the wolf, who was standing in the living room, awkwardly looking out the window. “Mmm. Well...don’t be too harsh on him, Hunter.”

“You think we can trust him? I believe what I said, about needing diversity among the W-among the population.”

“I think...we can at least trust him not to screw us over. Probably. Cora and Jeremy seem to trust him. Even Riley does, even if she’s annoyed with him.”

“Yeah. All right. I’ll see what there is to see.”

“Remember, not too rough,” Kiara said, then kissed him and headed back into the kitchen.

His eyes followed her for a moment. She was showing now. They were all showing, except for Diane, but he knew she’d be along before too long. He made himself look back at the wolf. Needed to focus, this was important.

Hunter let out a short, sharp whistle, causing the wolf to look over. Hunter jerked his head. “Come on.”

The wolf hesitated, plainly scared, but came over. “Yeah?”

“Follow.”

Hunter headed out the door. The wolf followed. They crossed the front yard in between the house and the garage, which was tucked up away in a far corner of the property. The door was closed, light came out of the windows, shadows playing.

He walked up and opened the door, then about-faced so abruptly the kid froze to a halt. “Stay,” he said, and closed the door.

Riley and Jeremy were at work. Riley was handling the tire changing, the vehicle propped up with a jack, while Jeremy was leaning under the hood.

“Hey, everything all right?” Riley asked without looking over. She was tightening nuts into place.

“Fine,” Hunter replied. “Tell me the truth: can we trust that kid?”

Riley was silent for a moment, working in contemplative silence. She finished tightening the last nut and then stood up, dusting her hands off.

“Yeah,” she said. “I think we can. He was a bit of a smartass, a bit of a slacker, but nothing evil, at least not that I saw. You thinking about letting him in?”

“Maybe. We need more wolves we can trust.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“Why?” Jeremy asked. They both looked over. He leaned out from behind the hood now, fixing them with a curious gaze.

“I’ll go into it more, but if we don’t get more diversity among our population, then somewhere down the line, everything that’s happening right now? It’s gonna happen again.”

“We already had diversity,” Jeremy replied, going back to work, “still happened.”

“We’ve got a smaller population, easier to keep your hand on the wheel,” Hunter said.

“In the beginning, yeah. But you’re the boss, I’m not going to argue unless I really think you’re fucking up. And he’s a good kid. Lost, a little confused, but his heart is in the right place. That’s the only reason I’d consider having him as a neighbor after everything that’s happened.”

“Fair. You want him to live with us?”

“...yeah. I do. He’s earned it. Or, at least, he’s earned a shot.”

“Noted. All right, I’m going to have a little talk with him.”

“Don’t go too hard on him,” Riley said.

Hunter chuckled. “Kiara said the same thing.”

“Yeah, because we both know you.”

“I’ll take it under advisement.”

“Hmm.” She gave him a kiss. “Go on.”

“Yep.” He patted her ass and then headed back out into the cold. “Come on, kid, we’re going to walk the perimeter, make sure nothing’s sneaking up on us.”

“Oh. Okay.”

They walked up to the fence and then began to move along it, making a slow clockwise patrol along its length. Hunter let the minutes play out, long and cold, before he spoke up.

“So, we’re agreeing to take you into our midst...what’s your name?”

“Ryan.”

“All right, I’m Hunter. I’m the one in charge of this little operation, and I’m one of the ones in charge of the whole group. We’ve got our own little community set up back in the woods. Now, we’ve decided to extend to you the opportunity to help on this mission we’re on. We need food. If you help us get it, and get it back to the woods, and don’t fuck up, and don’t betray us, then we’ll seriously consider allowing you to join up with our society...is that what you want?”

“Yes,” he replied immediately. “Yes, that’s what I want. I’ve got nowhere else to go. I don’t want to go back to my people.”

“What do you know how to do?”

“Um...not much,” he admitted. “I was still sort of figuring out what to do when all this...when it all happened.”

“Fine, we can work with that.”

They walked along in silence for a while after that. Hunter carefully considered the next thing he was going to say. His read on the kid was that he was more or less what he presented himself to be, what everyone said he was: a slacker in his early twenties who wanted nothing to do with the wholesale slaughter and enslavement of the rabbits and had nowhere else to go.

That didn’t mean he was a guarantee, though.

And Hunter wanted a guarantee.

They finished their circuit of the fence, coming to stand near the gate they’d walked in about an hour ago. Hunter stopped and turned around, drawing himself up to his full height. He had a good half foot on the kid and towered over him.

“All right, Ryan, I want you to listen. And listen closely,” he said, his voice low. Not exactly menacing, but clearly on the way there. Ryan swallowed and nodded. “You do this job right, we’ll probably let you in. You’ll have everything you’ll need: food, water, shelter, security, people. People who will probably accept you, if you respect them and give them some time. But I want to be very clear about something. Very. Clear.”

Hunter paused, letting just a couple of seconds pass, letting the tension build. He leaned forward, ever so slightly. “Those are my people. And I will do anything to protect them. You screw something up, it won’t be the end of the world. But if you betray us, if you try to sell us out to the wolves or the tigers...there will be nothing in this world that can save you from me. I’ve already killed several hundred wolves, dozens of them with my bare hands. But that’s a mercy compared to what I’ll do to you if you try to betray us...do you know what happens to leather when it dries?”

Ryan was staring at him with wide, unblinking, stricken eyes now. He looked like he wanted to run, but couldn’t move at all. Slowly, he managed a small ‘no’.

“It shrinks. If you betray us, Ryan, this is exactly what I’m going to do to you. I’ll strip you and then I’m going to lay you on a pair of wooden planks in the shape of an X. I’ll get twelve leather straps, about an inch wide, nice and thick, about a foot long each. Then I’ll attach you to that wood with the straps. Three here,” he said, reaching out trailing a gentle line up his right bicep, “and three here,” he said, doing the same on his other. “And then three and three down on your thighs.”

Hunter waited, wanting to really drive his point home. Ryan remained frozen. “After soaking them in saltwater all night long. Then, I’m gonna plant that motherfucker in the ground. This will all be somewhere around sunrise. Then I’ll leave you there. The sun will rise. It’ll heat up. The strips will dry out...and shrink. They’ll start cutting into your skin, but it’ll take a real long time. And that salt will be there too, eating in. Eventually, all the blood will be cut off from your limbs, stuck in your torso. You will die, but it will take a hell of a long time, and it’ll be agony the whole way there. Maybe you’ll die by sunset, or maybe you’ll last until the next morning.”

Hunter fell silent again, his gaze boring into this kid’s eyes. Part of him did feel bad, because this was definitely too rough, and because he knew this wasn’t really because of Ryan. It was because of everything he’d seen so far.

It was because of the feeding ground.

It was because of the red armbands.

Hunter turned it off then, letting his presence fall back, letting the tension drop away. “Now, you don’t betray us, you won’t have a problem with me. Don’t get it twisted, I’m not looking to bully you, Ryan. I just really, really, really want to make sure you understand the full weight of betrayal. I want you to understand that there is literally nothing anyone could offer you that would make it worthwhile, and that there’s literally no one out there in the world who could save you from me. I’m a genetically engineered supersoldier. I want to find someone, I will find them. Understand?”

Ryan slowly nodded his head.

“Good. Let’s get back inside, get something to eat.”

…

“What the fuck did you say to Ryan?” Kiara murmured.

Dinner had been good and he was in a good mood. Riley and Jeremy had gotten the truck going and it would have enough fuel to get them to where they needed to go. The night had also been quiet. There’d been some fighting, but it had been distant and sparse.

“Nothing I want to repeat to you,” he replied.

He was lying in between her and Brooke now. Brooke was already passed out after they’d had a fun, long session. Riley had volunteered to sleep on the floor, on a spare mattress, when it became clear the bed wasn’t big enough for them all.

And after she’d gotten her own session with him in.

“Hunter.”

He sighed. “I told him how I’d torture him to death, in detail, if he betrayed us.”

“Hunter.”

“That’s a little rough,” Riley murmured.

“I needed him to understand the gravity of the situation he was walking into,” Hunter replied. “Fucking no one is going to hurt you. Not you, not our people, not our kits. Not our home.”

“I know, Hunter, and I appreciate that,” Kiara replied, “but maybe...apologize. For being too serious? I mean, you don’t have to take it back, but that kid was fucking terrified all night.”

Hunter sighed after a moment, staring up at the moonlit ceiling, turning it over in his head. He supposed she might’ve had a point.

“All right,” he said finally, “tomorrow. When it’s the right time.”

“Thank you. I know you have...a way about you, and a lot of anger, but your edges do need to be a little more softened. You come from...a much harder place than we have here.”

“Wish I knew where you came from,” Riley murmured.

Hunter hesitated. There was something about her tone, the way she’d said it, like she was teasing almost. Like she was trying to tease an answer out of him or Kiara.

Did she know?

He glanced at Kiara, who had a vaguely worried look in her eyes. Should he tell her? Would she believe him?

Soon, Hunter suddenly decided. Soon, he’d tell her, and see if she believed him. But believe him or not, she deserved to know. Maybe so did Diane and Nicole. Would they believe him? He supposed it didn’t matter.

They should know.

Hunter said nothing except ‘goodnight’ to the two women, then he curled his massive form up around Kiara’s smaller one and dropped into sleep.

Tomorrow was going to be a busy day.


CHAPTER 10

Things were going suspiciously well.

They’d risen with the sun, and hit the road within half an hour.

The southern plains were wartorn, there was no doubt about that. Plumes of smoke rose into the air and he could smell ash and gunsmoke. The booming reports of mortars and explosives, and the staccato bursts of machine gun fire broke the winter stillness periodically.

But it was all distant.

The war had come and gone here, it seemed.

Which suited Hunter just fine, but he was still worried. Anxious. Paranoid even. Was the other boot waiting to drop, or were they going to manage this without an issue?

He knew it could go either way, like a coin flip with no way to fudge it. True fairness. True chaos.

He felt sharp, at least. Awake, aware, alert. Ready to kill every last motherfucker if that’s what it took. He was driving the truck, Brooke and Kiara riding shotgun with him, everyone else packed into the back with every tool, part, and scrap of food they’d managed to recover from the farmhouse and garage before going to bed last night.

Nothing big, no great haul or rare finds, but it was help, and they needed all the help they could get.

Hunter wanted to stop along the road they took to the packaging center whenever they saw a lone building or vehicle, but he didn’t trust that the peace would keep, so he settled for slowing down and using his heat-vision. With the landscape being as frigid as it was, he could see for a long ways. And it was always the same: no signs of life.

Everyone here was either dead or gone.

He hated seeing it, but some dark part of him was thankful that they didn’t have to stop and run a rescue op every ten minutes.

Consequently, they made it to the packaging center in just under an hour.

Hunter brought the vehicle to a halt as they crested a hill. They had a good view of the center from up there and he put his foot on the brake, then put it in reverse, just in case. He studied it with his heat-vision and saw nothing, but he knew the building might be made of material too dense to see through. It looked like it had been abandoned, but not attacked.

“All right,” Hunter said after looking around and making sure they remained clear on all sides, then putting the vehicle in park, “here’s what’s going to happen. Brooke, with me. We’ll secure the building. Kiara, you’ve got driving duty. You’ll roll the vehicle back down the hill, out of sight, and listen over the radio. Once we give you the all-clear, you’ll drive up and inside and we’ll get to work.”

“Got it,” she replied.

Hunter hopped out with Brooke and hopped up on the side of the vehicle, pulling the tarp back a little. “You guys good?”

“We’re good,” Riley replied. They’d found a portable heater and put it to use so they wouldn’t be freezing back there the whole time.

Hunter updated them quickly, then led Brooke off down the hill. Kiara rolled the vehicle back out of sight as they went off. They kept quiet as they approached the building. Hunter kept his heat-vision on but still saw no signs of life.

It was a big square of a building, made of bland metal painted green. It looked like a warehouse with rows of silos attached to either side. Big garage-style doors lined the front of the structure, all of them closed but one, which was stuck half-open. He ducked down, peering inside, and found a vast room that was full of bulky processing and packaging equipment and conveyor belts. He didn’t see any people, no corpses, either.

It looked like it had been abandoned mid-production. Kiara had explained that it was mostly automated, so there shouldn’t be more than half a dozen staff on hand at any given time.

“I think we hit the jackpot,” he muttered.

There were two trucks as well, big cargo trucks, and they looked intact.

“Hell, yes,” Brooke whispered as she joined him in peering.

“Okay, I want you to go and make a complete circuit of the building’s exterior. Look for people, signs of forced entry, anything that looks out of place. Once you get back around to here, come inside. I’ll be searching in here, you join me. I’m going to start at the left side here, once you come in, you go right and we meet somewhere in the middle.”

“Check,” she replied.

They shared a kiss and then she hurried off along the outer perimeter. Hunter couldn’t help but smile as he watched her go. She’d changed, but in all the right ways. She was so much more sure of herself now, so certain and confident, and capable. He was glad he’d been right about her, that she had the training and the resolve, the grit, she just needed to find her footing.

And she had, and it was great to see.

She was happier now.

She was protecting her people.

He slipped inside and began his search.

…

The distribution center was as it appeared to be.

Empty.

There were no people, but no casualties either. No signs of Trinkets or wolves or tigers, thank God. Brooke found nothing outside and together they found nothing but good news inside. There was a lot of food and the trucks appeared to be in good condition. He got one of the garage doors open and had Kiara drive inside.

“All right, people!” he called, grabbing everyone’s attention. “Here’s the plan. Riley, take a look at those trucks. Make for damn sure they’re in working order and they’re powered up. Everyone else, start going around and figuring out what’s what among all this food. A lot of this stuff was already packaged up and loaded onto these pallets. Anyone know how to drive a forklift?”

“I do,” Len said.

“Me, too,” Penny said.

“Perfect. You two will be responsible for loading up the pallets. Everyone else, start grabbing anything loose that catches your eye. Brooke, you’ve got guard duty. Head up to the roof. I’ll be up to relieve you in a while. Ryan, you’re with me.”

Ryan swallowed and nodded, going very pale as he said that. Brooke had spied a little maintenance garage out behind the building. He wanted to see what they had on offer. Everyone broke up and went to work.

Neither spoke for a time as Hunter led him outside and around the building. This was going to be difficult. He almost laughed at that. He could face down Trinkets and squads of wolves and tigers, but had difficulty apologizing.

Mostly it was that he was finding it hard to figure out the words, because he wasn’t exactly sorry. Kiara had a point, though.

By the time they reached the garage, he figured he either had the words or close enough.

He stopped before they went inside. “Okay, I’m gonna say this now,” Hunter said, and Ryan immediately froze and stared at him. “Sorry about yesterday. I don’t regret the sentiment I shared with you, because it’s still how I feel, but I shouldn’t have laid it on so thick. I just wanted you to know, I mean really know, that you cannot betray us. It isn’t just unacceptable, it’s irreversible. It’s signing your own death warrant. But I don’t want you to be constantly terrified of me.”

Hunter stopped speaking. Waited. Ryan seemed to be processing this. Slowly, he relaxed. Not entirely, but enough.

“I, uh...that’s fair,” he managed, clearing his throat. “I mean, what you said. I get it. About your people. But I don’t have people anymore. I wouldn’t betray you all even if they offered me some great life somewhere. Not that I even think they could at this point. Not since Nym is gone.”

Hunter stared at him for a moment. He found that he believed the kid. He nodded and opened the door, led him inside. Brooke had already cleared the small structure.

“What do you want?” Hunter asked as he walked over to a shelf with some power cells stacked on it. They were definitely going to want these.

“A place to live. A secure place to live. A peaceful one. And just...to be useful. Help people, I guess. A place to play drums.”

“You’re a drummer?”

“Yeah. I was pretty decent before...all this shit went down.”

“Well, play your cards right and we might be able to accommodate. Already got a few people who play guitar back home.”

“Isn’t it all rabbits, though?”

“Not all. There’s Riley. And there’s some lizards. But yeah, it’s mostly rabbits.”

“I doubt they’d want anything to do with me.”

“You’d be surprised. Riley’s settled in pretty well.”

“Yeah but, I mean, isn’t that because…” He hesitated, suddenly uncertain of the conversational ground he was treading.

“Because she’s with me?” Hunter asked as he checked on the cell’s power levels. It was good, full. He grabbed it and set it on a table in the center of the room.

“I mean...yeah.”

“No, it’s not because she’s with me. That’s probably some of it. But it’s mostly because...we’re a welcoming group, and Riley has proved herself to be trustworthy and kind. She’s still settling in, and people are still getting used to her, but it’s going well. Could be the same for you, too.”

“I’d really like that. I never felt like I fit, back home in Nym.”

“Here, check all these power cells. All of them that have a green bar, or even a yellow bar, put them on this table here.”

Ryan nodded and came over. Hunter left him to it as he got to work. For a while, they worked. Hunter went around the garage. He found a pair of big, heavy toolboxes and set them by the central table, then began tossing in every tool and spare part he found. When he filled those up, he kept going into his backpack.

He grinned as he came across a special kit tucked away near the back, cracked it open, and found what looked to be a rather powerful cutting torch. As he secured it in his pack, Ryan spoke up again.

“Why is this happening?” he asked quietly.

Hunter looked at him. He’d finished with the power cells and was now leaning against the table, arms crossed, a deep frown on his face.

“Because evil lives in everyone,” Hunter replied as he continued his search. “Every last one of us. Anyone who says otherwise is lying. To you or to themselves. The capacity for evil lives in every single person alive. Bottom line is, you gotta choose. You have to choose to do evil, or not to do it. Thing is, people are...easy to lie to. People hear what they want to hear, believe what they want to believe, and it’s a feedback loop. The more you do it, the easier it gets. On top of that, life, in general, isn’t all that pleasant.

“Lots of things go wrong, and people tend to focus on the negative. So they think their lives suck, often worse than they do. And people also really want someone to blame for their shitty lives. So, you’ve got a big group of people who are generally pissed off with how their lives turned out, sometimes because of their own decisions, sometimes because of bad luck, but generally because the people in power, the rich and the politicians and the corporations, are constantly acting behind the scenes to separate wealth and power from as many people as possible. Now, obviously, there are fewer of them than there are of us, right?”

“Yeah…” Ryan murmured, frowning more deeply, but in concentration this time.

“So, naturally, they’re scared. Because if the general population ever found out just how hard they were getting fucked by the rich and the politicians and the corporations, well...they’d probably take matters into their own hands. Because we outnumber them a million to one. So they use their power to redirect blame, they use psychology and sociology experts to find the right words to get groups of people to hate each other, to blame each other, to fight each other. To keep them off their backs, and so that they won’t notice when they keep taking more and more money and time from them. I bet your parents got paid more and worked less...am I right?”

“Yeah, that’s true,” he muttered.

“Exactly. People will hear this kind of stuff and say ‘oh bullshit, that’s a conspiracy theory, you’re paranoid’ or blather meaninglessly and stupidly on about how ‘you just don’t understand capitalism’, not realizing they’re the fucking dipshits who are playing right into the billionaires’ hands as they laugh all the way to the bank. It’s honestly infuriating. And yet, here we are. They pushed it too far, too hard, for too long, and suddenly the shit you heard from some brain donor ‘influencer’ online becomes fascist rhetoric that makes a few million people think it’s okay to take out their frustrations on the group they think deserves it.”

“That...makes a lot of sense, but how did it happen so fast?” he muttered.

“It didn’t. It might seem like it, but it’s been building for decades, centuries, maybe. Really, it’s like a pot that’s been set to boil. You know what you’re doing, you can keep that pot boiling forever. All you need is fuel, water, maintenance, a steady hand. But you turn the heat up too much...it boils over. I mean, some of the hardline bullshit you’re hearing from them, I bet some of it’s old news, right? Some of it’s shit your parents heard, or your grandparents, just polished up a little, changed a little.”

Ryan stared at the floor for a long moment, then slowly nodded. “Yes, it is. I remember reading some of these slogans in history books.”

“History books I bet they were trying to change, so you wouldn’t notice.”

“...yeah. There was some kind of controversy going on when I was in high school. The teachers were pissed because they cut a bunch of stuff from history classes.”

“And you didn’t give a shit because you were too worried about looking cool and getting laid. Hell, I bet you were glad, because it meant less shit you had to remember.”

He paused, then sighed. “Yeah.”

“Exactly.”

“So, you’re saying this happened because rich people have been fucking us over since forever, and they finally fucked us over too hard and lost control?”

“Yep. Believe me, there’s wolves out there in private bunkers on tropical islands with a small army of soldiers and servants, waiting this out.”

“...I fucking hate my people,” he muttered.

“Well, just remember, everyone’s capable of this. And really, think about this: is a decision really a decision if you don’t realize you’re making it?”

Ryan opened his mouth to respond, then paused, closed it, thought for a long moment. Finally, he sighed and shook his head. “This is so fucking heavy, and complicated.”

“Yep. All right, let’s wrap this up, I want to get back to the others.”

…

The plan went off without a hitch, for once.

They loaded up and recharged the trucks. They got easily two years’ worth of food packed away, as well as a good store of spare parts and new tools. Riley confirmed that the cutting torch he’d found was indeed strong enough to cut through the metal plating.

They drove both cargo trucks and the spare truck back home, bypassing the valley and finding a road to the east that led into the woods and terminated about half a mile from the Warren. They were cutting it closer than Hunter would have liked, but there seemed to be zero wolf or tiger or even Trinket activity in the southeastern part of the woods around the Warren.

It took the rest of the day and most of the next day and dozens of rabbits, but they finally managed to get all the food into the Warren and secured.

After some more debate, they ultimately decided to give Ryan a chance, and let him in.

When the job was done, Hunter went to his apartment and spent the night enjoying the company of every woman currently in his life.

The next morning, Riley woke him up. She was insistent, urgent.

“What?” he asked, throwing the blanket back and sitting up. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Our lucky streak continues,” Riley replied, grinning broadly, almost madly. She held up a tablet. “I finally got into the data drive from that deer drone.”

Hunter felt his heart skip a beat in excitement. “And? What’s it show?”

Her grin widened and she passed him the tablet. “It shows a very detailed map of that southern region. It shows us exactly where all the tiger outposts are.”


DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE

EPISODE 08


CHAPTER 1

“All right, do it,” Hunter said.

“Don’t look at this,” Riley replied.

The cavern was dead silent. When she activated the cutting torch, the sound and blazing white light seemed to fill the area.

Hunter found that the torch didn’t affect his eyes, just like the last one. He watched intently, bladed rifle resting in his hands, waiting for the worst to pass.

There’d been some brief debate over what to do next after Riley had woken him with the good news about the drone’s data core. Hunter had decided that first they would cut into the lowest level and secure it, since that was itching in his brain too much to just leave now that they could actually unseal it.

Then they’d deal with the latest development.

Hunter had ultimately settled on one of the airlocks to be broken into. While initially he’d entertained the notion of cutting through the main entrance, it made him too uncomfortable. It was too unpredictable, they had no idea what might actually be in there. They’d run a few scans since then and made a few attempts to hack into the security system down there, but it was all for naught so far.

The lowest level was a blackbox.

Until now.

The first airlock seemed to be the most logical choice. Hunter glanced over to his left, where his backup squad waited in the tunnel. Brooke, Lilia, Diane, Penny, and Luke were all gathered in armor, holding their weapons of choice. Mostly shotguns, given what and where they might be fighting.

They were all ready for the worst.

At least, he hoped they were.

Hunter kept waiting, watching Riley make her slow, patient progress. She was halfway done now. He kept expecting something to happen. Mostly he was expecting some kind of explosion and he hated this damned waiting. It would make sense to set a trap of some kind for exactly this reason, but the problem with the Trinkets was that not everything they did made sense.

He was becoming increasingly convinced that this was somehow an experiment gone wrong. Whose experiment, though?

Shit, he really wanted this to be over. He hated having everyone down here, having Riley do this. He’d wanted to do it but Riley had insisted and he ultimately had agreed because he more wanted to be there waiting with a gun in case something besides a mass of flames came out.

Hunter focused up. She was nearly done now.

He shifted on his feet and adjusted his grip. He’d already checked the gun over three times while he was waiting and knew it was in working order.

Suddenly, the huge slab of metal fell inwards and landed with a resounding crash. She’d had to cut through the metal and the airlock door, unfortunately.

Riley killed the torch and fell back, as planned. Hunter prepared for a small army of Trinkets to come bursting out.

But there was nothing.

The airlock was empty.

He slowly exhaled. “Looks clear.”

“That’s good, at least,” Riley muttered as she set the torch aside and took off her welding mask. She grabbed her shotgun, which she’d leaned nearby. “We doing this?”

“Yeah. I’m going in first. Brooke, Riley, with me. Everyone else, out here as backup,” Hunter said, his commands echoing through the cavern.

The responses that came back were tight and terse. Everyone was on edge.

Hunter led the way.

His nightvision showed him the same airlock interior as all the others. Nothing jumped out at him. He got to the other door and activated it, hitting the override button. It slid open, revealing a small ingress room.

It was a lot more utilitarian than he was used to from the rest of the Warren. The walls were simple, bare metal, the floor simple, bare concrete. There were two ways to go. He’d already looked over the schematics so he at least knew which way led to what.

The door to the right led to a storage room and the door was open. Both doors were open, in fact. The storage room had been cleaned out. There was nothing left, not even its metal shelves, which had been ripped out wholesale.

“Clear so far,” Hunter said, “come on.”

Brooke and Riley followed him through the airlock. He continued leading the way, moving through the door directly ahead of them and down a short stretch of hallway. Already he could see that the place had been gutted.

Wiring ripped out of the walls, light fixtures and electrical sockets torn out. If he hadn’t known that the primary utility systems were still somewhat intact, he would definitely be assuming the worst right now.

They came into a junction room with three other hallways snaking off into the gloom. He knew that ahead would bring them to the command room, storage, and the water filtration systems. Left was the other airlock and a little more storage. Right was power, atmospheric processing, the heat exchange, and a maintenance bay.

Hunter took them ahead first, wanting to see what the situation was in command. He had something to hopefully get Lacy safely into the network, and having security cameras would be a hell of a useful thing right now.

The sense of doom was palpable as they moved down another corridor. The lowest level felt like the set of a horror movie and he kept expecting a Trinket to leap out at him from anywhere. But as they moved cautiously down the next length of corridor, he heard and saw nothing. Nothing at all. The place felt completely dead.

The door to the control room was ahead and to the right. Hunter reached it and pointed Riley towards the open button, then he got into position. At least the place still had minimal power. She hit the button and the door opened up.

Nothing but darkness and destruction awaited him.

Hunter moved in and cleared the room, carefully checking along any hidden niches between the half-dozen workstations that had been placed along the walls. Two to each wall except for the rearmost one, each one probably dedicated to one main utility, with a central console planted in the middle of the room.

“Clear,” he said. “Riley?”

“On it,” she replied, settling in at the main desk.

Hunter moved past Brooke as she stepped inside and stood guard back out in the hallway, his paranoia hanging around him like a miasma, haunting his soul.

He activated his radio. “Looks clear so far. Lots of damage but no signs of the Trinkets or anyone else.”

“Understood,” Lacy replied.

“We’re trying to cut into the database now. I’ll let you know once we’ve done it.”

“I’m ready.”

Hunter waited. Other things were on his mind, mostly one thing. Riley. He was going to tell her today, about where he really came from. It made him nervous. He liked her, a lot. He valued his relationship with her and he didn’t want anything to screw that up. But this could. He knew it could. It was a bit of a dice roll, how she’d react.

But she deserved to know.

And at some point, he’d tell the others. Diane and Nicole. Lilia? He wasn’t sure if she actually wanted to be involved that deeply, despite what she’d said. Diane had been the same way, but here she was, in his home, in his bed.

“Got it,” Riley said.

Hunter hit his radio. “Go, Lacy.”

“Going.” A terse moment passed. Hunter kept looking around to either side, down each stretch of dark, lonely, dismantled corridor. “Okay, I’m into the network. It looks...damaged, certainly, but nothing is really leaping out at me. I don’t see any kind of traps or anyone else here.”

“Can you get the cameras going?” Hunter asked.

“Hold on…” Another moment passed. “Some of them, yes. I’m activating them and giving Riley access.”

“I see it. You want me to hit the lights?” Riley replied as her fingers began working again.

“Might as well,” Hunter replied.

The lights flared to life a few seconds later. He had to admit, it made the place appear a hell of a lot less menacing. When nothing changed out in the corridor, he returned and stepped up to Riley’s side, studying her screens.

“And...we...are there,” she muttered, leaning back.

Several screens cleared to show different scenes. They all looked roughly the same: rooms of metal and concrete housing complex pieces of technology and bulky pieces of equipment. All of it was in a state of disassembly.

“No Trinkets,” he muttered finally. “I think they really might be gone.”

“I think so, too,” Riley replied.

“I fucking hope so,” Brooke said.

He activated the radio again. “It looks clear so far. The cameras are showing no hostiles. Diane, bring the others in. I want Luke and Penny to stay at the airlock and guard. Diane and Lilia, you’ll be joining Brooke and searching here in the command area. Riley, you’re with me, we’ve got the rest. I want this place searched top to bottom, you see anything, you call out immediately. Channels stay on and open from here on out.”

…

They cleared the lowest level of the Warren.

It took about two hours, and it was slow, tense, unhappy work, but they did it, because it was their responsibility. They cleared each and every room, investigated every shadow, every nook and cranny, every ventilation duct, everywhere a Trinket or a trap might conceivably be hidden away.

And they found nothing.

Nothing but destruction, spare parts, and scrap metal scattered across dusty concrete floors. At the end of it, Hunter found himself standing back in the control room with the group, feeling relieved and a little frustrated.

“I still don’t understand what the fuck was the point of all this,” Brooke muttered.

“I don’t either,” Hunter replied uneasily. “Why’d they seal it off? Where’d they go? Why did they stop? Why did they strip some of the tech but not all of it?” He sighed. “We might find some clues or hints hidden around here or even in the database, but right now that’s not our priority. Our priority is figuring out exactly how fucked each of our main systems are.”

“What’s the plan?” Riley asked.

“For now, Brooke, Penny, and Luke, you’re all going to stay down here and keep watch. I want you to perform another sweep of the whole area.” Luke groaned quietly. “I know, it’s not fun, but we need to be sure. Lacy, go get the tech team we assembled and bring them down. You are temporarily relocating to down here. Your top priorities are, in this order, figuring out every single thing wrong with the tech down here and getting a comprehensive list of shit we need to bring us back up to one hundred percent, and sweeping the database for any signs of traps or clues about the Trinkets. I’ll send down a few others to help you finish your secondary sweep. I want no fewer than three people down here on guard for the next week, and I want sweeps of the place twice daily. Now, I’m going to go plan our next big move against the tigers...Riley, come with me.”

She nodded and everyone got to work. He led Riley back to the airlock and back out into the cavern. He ensured that both their radios were off.

“What’s up?” she asked.

Hunter looked around, making sure they were really alone, and then pulled her over to the side tunnel that connected to the other airlock.

“There’s something I need to tell you. Something personal. About me. You deserve to know,” he replied.

She immediately grew more interested. “It’s about where you really come from, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“I fucking knew it, I knew there was something more there. With your slip ups?”

“What slip ups?”

“A few times when talking about Terras, you’ve described it as ‘over here’ or ‘your world’. Not ‘our’ world.”

“Wonderful,” he muttered.

“If it helps, it was only like...three times.”

“I guess it helps. The reason I didn’t want to tell you was because I didn’t want you thinking I was insane.”

“Whatever you tell me, I’ll believe you.”

“...you sure about that?”

“Yes, Hunter. I know you well enough by now to know that you aren’t crazy or delusional or lying. I’m guessing the others know this already.”

“Kiara, Brooke, Chloe, and Rain do, yes.”

“So, tell me already.”

“I’m from another dimension. Another version of Terras.”

She stared at him for a long moment, something akin to joy on her face. Joy and fascination. “Another dimension? How?” she asked quietly.

“So, here’s the thing. What I’ve told you so far is mostly true. I am a supersoldier and I did lose most of my memory. It was lost, I’m certain, in the process that brought me here. I remember that I was part of an experiment to hop dimensions. I don’t know what my goal was, and I don’t really remember the process at all.”

“That’s so...amazing. What was your version of Terras called? What do the people over there look like? Like you?”

“Mostly like me, yeah. Honestly, the biggest difference over there is what color our skin is. But yeah, no tails or horns or anything. And it’s called Earth. It’s honestly shockingly similar to everything over here.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I mean, we only have one moon and the sky is a different shade of blue, but honestly this is all extremely familiar to me. We’re farther along technologically, I think, probably close to what the deer have, but yeah, very similar.”

“That’s insane...and so awesome. We have to talk about this more!”

“We will, but later. And you have to remember that I forgot a lot.”

“I will.”

“Okay, we need to get back to work. I have to look over that map, make a plan. There’s rabbits that need rescuing and tigers and wolves that need killing.”

“There sure are,” Riley agreed with a grin. He began heading back, but she took his hand. “Hunter?”

He paused, turned back. “Yeah?”

“Thank you for telling me.”

“Oh...you’re welcome.”

She smiled, gave him a quick kiss, and walked past him.

He followed, feeling a lot better.


CHAPTER 2

There she was.

“Rain,” he called.

She looked over in surprise from her place in the kitchen, standing before a huge pot of something steaming and bubbling. She raised her eyebrows and twitched her ears at him. He tilted his head and she nodded, said something to one of the other people in the kitchen, then hastily wiped her hands off and moved to join him.

“What’s wrong?” she asked as he took her off to the side of the mess hall.

It was still early and they were making breakfast, so almost no one was actually in the dining area yet.

“We’re leaving now,” he replied, “and I wanted to see you once more.”

Rain was the last on Hunter’s list. He’d spoken with Kiara and Chloe during the meeting, found Nicole and Diane out and about in the Warren. They’d shared words and embraces, and now it was Rain’s turn.

She smiled sadly and hugged him, pressing her generous body up against his own. Hugging her was always somewhat awkward, as she was the shortest among his group. He was nearly two feet taller than she was.

“I’m going to miss you,” she murmured.

“I’m going to miss you too, Rain. I won’t be gone for that long.”

“You don’t know how long, do you?”

“I’m not sure,” he admitted. “It shouldn’t be more than a week.”

She sighed, her face pressed against his chest. “I know it’s important, and it must be done, but I’ll miss you terribly all the same. You and the others.”

“I’m going to miss you pretty badly, too.”

They didn’t say anything for a bit, just held each other. For a reason he could not name, this kind of thing was somehow the easiest with Rain. There was some quiet, unspoken quality to their bond that wasn’t quite there with the others. It often manifested in long silences that were not awkward but the opposite. They were comfortable and companionable.

He shared these same silences with the others, but not to this degree.

Finally, Rain pulled back. She stood up on her toes and he leaned down and they shared a long, passionate kiss.

“I know you’ll come back to me,” she murmured with a smile. Then she looked down and put a hand over her belly. “To us.”

He chuckled, kneeling down and doing the same, putting his much larger hand over the back of hers. She had probably gained ten pounds since they had first met. She was the most visibly pregnant and it was definitely doing things for him.

“I’ll come back,” he said quietly.

Hunter almost laughed cynically. He wanted to get out of the Warren, wanted to be out in the field, doing things but also just enjoying being out there. It bugged him when he stayed too long indoors. And yet now, here he was, on the threshold of leaving, and he wanted to stay. He wanted to take Rain back to their apartment and fuck her hard and then stay in bed for a few hours, talking about everything and nothing.

“Can we talk during this trip?” she asked as he stood.

“Yes, but not for long, and not often. I’ve set aside time during the check ins for each of you to speak with me, but only for five minutes at a time.”

“It’s better than nothing...I love you. Come back safe. All of you.”

“I love you too, Rain, and we will. I’ll make sure of it.”

They shared one more kiss, then returned to their duties. Her to the kitchen, him to the airlock where the rest of his team was waiting.

He found them standing inside the airlock, surprisingly eager to get going on this trip. When Hunter had made his plan yesterday, he’d initially wanted to go alone. This was exactly what he was trained to do, what he had spent years doing. But he knew that wouldn’t fly. He knew, at the very least, Brooke would demand to go.

After getting a sense of the size of the job, he’d spoken with the others, and ultimately had settled on taking Brooke, Riley, and Lilia.

Lilia was turning out to be a tenacious woman with a taste for killing bad guys.

He studied them as he joined them in the airlock. They looked so badass and hot right now. They’d managed to scrounge up enough winter camo from the wolves they’d hit to cover all of them. They looked like real warriors now. Guns and knives on their belts, weapons slung across their chests or over their shoulders, grenades and spare ammo and survival kits on them.

Hunter didn’t need to ask them if they were ready or having any second thoughts, it would only insult them.

So, without a word, he smiled at them and hit the cycle button with his fist.

…

The plan was simple, relatively speaking.

They would make five stops in a broad curve. The data had shown four clusters of people. Three tiger outposts and one rabbit work camp. They would destroy the outposts, liberate the rabbits, and then bomb the bridge and the pass.

And then they’d call it a day’s work and go home.

Of course, that was assuming it all worked out for the best.

Hunter was in high spirits as he led the three women away from the Warren, but he knew this absolutely could go very wrong.

He was just going to have to be good enough to make sure it didn’t.

They didn’t talk much as he led them roughly along the same route as the last time they’d done this. Based on the fact that there were fewer of them, he figured they should be able to make it to another farmhouse they’d passed when driving for the packaging plant. It’d had a vehicle parked that might be useful to them.

He had opted not to take them down into the valley and through the caves again. He didn’t necessarily want to risk another potential fight in close quarters with the Trinkets. Though he did plan to revisit that place at some point in the future. Now that they had that more powerful torch, he wanted to cut through that door and see what the fuck they were up to.

As they broke through the edge of the forest, Hunter took a look around. He saw more fighting off to the east and the south, and certainly there was more happening within the forest itself, though it seemed to have moved farther east, mercifully.

He wasn’t sure what providence protected the Warren, but he was grateful for it.

Finally, he determined that the route overland was safe enough to take and they resumed their journey.

After half an hour, he found himself walking alongside Lilia.

“Hey, uh...I wanted to ask you something,” he said, unsure of how to broach this topic.

“You want to ask about my ex-husband, don’t you?” she replied.

“Yes. I’ll drop it if you don’t want to talk about it.”

“No, I want to tell you, and I think you deserve it anyway, given you’re breeding me. Simply put, he left me. Another group came through about a week after you left and stayed the night. One of them was a young girl, a lot like Rain, who got sweet on him. Apparently they had heard that there was another place rabbits were gathering to the southwest. Based on what they were telling us, it sounded like bullshit to me, but not to him. We had a big fight because he wanted us to go with them, as they were continuing along, but I wanted to stay and wait for you.”

“Shit, sorry that happened.”

She sighed heavily, tiredly. “It was for the best. For me, at least. He was convinced I was in love with you and just waiting for you so you could claim me and breed me. And...looking back on it, I think he was kind of right.”

“Seriously? You would have left your husband for me?”

She groaned. “I think so,” she admitted after a long moment. “I was tired of him. What we had worked well enough before the world shattered into pieces, but after?” Her expression soured further as she pursed her lips and shook her head.

“Why?”

“Why did it work or why did it not?”

“Both.”

“It worked because...he was kind, when he wasn’t stressed. And he was handsome in a way I particularly liked when we met. Because he was well organized, and because he took care of the bills and the paperwork and all the irritating bureaucratic shit that I hate so much. It stopped working because he stopped doing any of that. I mean, obviously there’s no more paperwork, but I didn’t care about that. He stopped...functioning, I guess.”

“How so?”

“Why are you so curious?” she asked.

Hunter thought about it. “I suppose because you seem pretty angry and fucked up over what happened, and I think you’d feel better if you told someone about it and how it made you feel, and that you want to. I think you want to tell me.”

She chuckled a little ruefully. “I suppose I do want to tell you...thank you for listening.”

“You’re welcome.”

She sighed again. “It stopped working because he lost his competence. He lost his confidence, too. I suppose that isn’t fair, because it isn’t exactly his fault. He was out of his depth, we all were. But it was like he...refused to face reality. He kept thinking that everything was going to go back to normal, that somehow the powers that be would restore order, and that just so clearly was not going to happen.”

“Yeah…”

“And I mean I get wanting it, I sure as shit get that, but believing it? No. Making plans based around it? Absolutely not. But that’s what he wanted to do. And after a couple of weeks of that, it made me realize that I had been falling slowly out of love with him for the past several years. It’s sort of like...owning a home, and after a while you begin to notice that the foundation is going a little bad, but you put it off because it doesn’t seem that bad, and then finally, years down the line, you’re forced to investigate and discover it’s irreversible.”

“That’s a pretty bad feeling.”

“It is, but it was also strangely...liberating? Relieving?” She sighed. “I feel bad saying this, I must seem like such a bitch. Saying I’m relieved to no longer love the man I married.”

“Relationships are complicated. Long relationships are even more complicated. And, obviously, I’m not unbiased because I benefit greatly from this.”

“Greatly, hmm?”

“Greatly. You are...very amazing.”

She laughed. “I’m glad you think so. I’m not pregnant yet...I’m hoping to rectify that on this journey.”

“I think I can help with that.”

“I figured.” She slowly lost her smile. “But yes, that’s what happened. We had a big fight, he left. Gave me back his ring. I threw it in a creek.” She fell silent for a long moment, frowning as she looked out over the snowbound plains. They weren’t so snowbound anymore, the sun going to work melting it all. “I realized something when he told me he was leaving. I realized that we had begun the process of divorce without realizing it, a few years ago. It was just that neither of us admitted it...I do wonder how long it would have taken if this whole apocalypse thing hadn’t happened.”

“Hard to say,” Hunter replied uncertainly. This was absolutely not his area of expertise.

“Would you have me?” she asked suddenly after another bout of silence. She looked at him. “If I wanted in? Would you have me as a mate?”

“Yes.”

She smiled. “You didn’t hesitate at all.”

He chuckled awkwardly. “Well...it’s probably not the best idea in the grand scheme of things, because I already have, um...several mates that I’m living with...most of whom are pregnant…”

“Those apartments can expand, you know.”

“Wait, really? How?”

“There’s space behind them, apparently. I was talking with Lacy about it. Apparently they blasted out enough space to make them bigger, but only had time and materials to build them to that size. I guess they wanted the option to expand them, which made a lot of sense, given, well, rabbits.”

“Yeah...hmm. I will definitely have to look into that when we get back. We’re going to need more space for sure. But yes, I would have you. Gladly.”

“Why are you so attracted to me?”

“You’re really tough. You’ve just got this...rough edge to you. Or, maybe that’s not the right word. More...rugged. You’ve got this rugged edge to you. I mean you’re out here on a mission to kill tigers. I normally would not bring you along, but you’ve proven yourself so far. Also, you are just really hot.”

She laughed, blushing. “You really think so? I’ve always thought I was kind of plain.”

“No, definitely not. You have a unique beauty to you. And your personality just really clicks with my own.”

“I was thinking much the same thing. You’re very different from the men I’ve dated before, and obviously my ex-husband. And I’m beginning to realize that while I did enjoy being the ‘tough one’ in the relationship, I want to try something else now. I want someone else to be the tough one. And you can definitely do that.”

“I definitely can.”

A long silence passed. He waited, letting her think. They still hadn’t directly spoken of the core of this conversation.

“I need to think about it,” she said finally. “I’m leaning towards yes, but now it’s such a chaotic time and there’s so much dust in the metaphorical air that it’s hard to know if it’s a good idea. I want to, to be clear.”

“Take your time, Lilia,” he replied.

“Thank you for that. For being...uncomplicated. And respectful. Now, one thing I’m not confused about is that I definitely want to mate and rut with you more. As much as you’ll have me.”

He reached down and gave her ass a squeeze. “We’re of one mind on that.”

They kept walking.


CHAPTER 3

All things considered, the first day of their trek had gone well.

Mostly, it had been uneventful, but as they moved past the valley, they began seeing tiger patrols in the distance. It was an easy thing to avoid them, but Hunter didn’t like how many of them there were. They seemed to be roving the landscape in packs of a dozen or so, always on the hunt for more things to kill or capture.

He had to fight his instincts to go after them, even just to pop some skulls with his sniper rifle. Right now, his priority was getting those rabbits rescued and destroying those outposts. Everything else could wait.

And he had the others to consider.

While by now he didn’t doubt Brooke’s or Riley’s combat prowess (Riley had really proven herself an effective killer for a technician), and he was finding that Lilia had a fair amount of savagery and skill within her as well, they weren’t soldiers. Brooke was closest, as she’d had training comparable to SWAT forces, but it wasn’t quite the same.

When he found the farmhouse they were looking for as the sun was just starting to set, he felt relief more than anything.

This was going to be a stressful trip.

“Okay...we’re clear,” Hunter said, walking back downstairs.

The three women relaxed. They stood in the living room, Brooke looking out the window at the expansive yard beyond.

“Now what?” Lilia asked.

“We settle in for the night, eat dinner, get this place locked down, then go to sleep,” Hunter replied. “We’re going to be up around dawn, ideally before it. I’m going to go take a look at the truck. Who wants to start dinner?”

“I’ll do it,” Lilia replied. “I saw some bacon and eggs and potatoes in there. Been too long since I’ve had a good breakfast for dinner.”

“I’ll help,” Brooke offered.

“Lemme come with you,” Riley said.

“All right. I want us in bed by…” He checked his watch. “Nine o’clock.”

Brooke and Lilia headed off to the kitchen and Riley followed him outside, back into the cold. The air held a chilled bite now, and he knew it was going to get worse as twilight faded. That was another reason he’d wanted to come alone: he could have moved at night, and also needed a lot less sleep. Not that having them around made him need sleep more, he was just finding that he tended to.

“Are you all right?” Riley asked as she followed him out to the truck parked in the driveway.

“Yeah, why?” he replied.

It was a modern truck, a big one with a large bed and four doors. It looked pretty solidly built and in good condition. He wondered why it was still here and feared the worst.

“You just seem...tense. I dunno, something’s just a little off.”

Hunter had already seen that the tires were intact, so it wasn’t those. He got to the front and tried to pop the hood, but couldn’t find out how.

“I think it’s inside the cabin,” Riley offered.

“Son of a fucking piece of shit,” he muttered as he marched over to the driver’s side door and tried it. It was locked. He had to stop himself from punching out the window. “Riley?”

“Yep,” she replied, coming over and picking the lock. She had it open in under thirty seconds. “Well?”

“Well, what?” he asked as he hunted around for the release latch.

There it was. He yanked it and the hood popped.

“You gonna answer?”

Hunter walked back around and propped the hood open, then paused, then sighed. “I guess I’m feeling a little impatient.”

“Why more than usual?”

He thought about it. “I’m not sure. I guess...if I’m being brutally honest, there was a part of me that was actually looking forward to doing this mission solo. Don’t get me wrong, I love all my mates and I love the Warren and I love working together, but...what?” he asked when he saw the look she was giving him.

Riley had a small, almost cautious smile on her face. “You love me?”

He grinned at her, chuckled a little. “Yeah, I do. I love you, Riley.”

She laughed softly, staring at him. One of her ears twitched. “Well, I, uh...I love you too, Hunter.”

“That’s good to hear.” He gave her a long, slow kiss. “But, yeah, that’s why.”

“Why solo?” she asked, sounding a little dazed.

“It’s how I do my best work. I have to worry about no one but myself. The thing you have to understand about me, Riley, is...I’m a weapon, okay? I’m a living, walking, talking, breathing weapon. Killing is what I do. I’m good for a lot of stuff: recon, infil, exfil, guard duty, protection, but where I really excel is in the killing. I could stand here and tell you that the reason is entirely because I basically know for a fact that if I was on my own, I’d likely get this all done in about half the time.”

“You seriously think that? Half the time?”

“I wouldn’t have stopped here, for one. I only need maybe four hours of sleep a night, and need is a strong word. I can go for three days without sleep without seriously suffering for it.”

“Good lord,” she muttered.

“Exactly. I also move faster on my own. I can move through rougher terrain if I need to. But while all that is true, the brutal truth behind why I want to go on my own is that I miss it. I miss being a really effective weapon. I miss doing exactly what I was forged to do, and doing it well. And this is as good an environment as I could possibly ask for to do that.”

“...that is a kind of brutal truth,” she murmured, vaguely uncomfortable. “If that’s true, then why did you agree to take us along?”

“Because this is about more than me. I definitely could have made the argument well enough to convince you all to stay back at the Warren, but the thing is, I can’t be everywhere at once. I can’t do it all, much as I want to. And while I’ve been doing what I can to bring some people out into the field, I know there needs to come a point where I get people in a serious mission. Someone needs to be able to do what I do.”

“...that’s a good, and miserable, point.”

“Yep.”

They were both silent for a moment, then he started looking over the engine. Nothing obvious leaped out at him.

“Will you hotwire it? Maybe there’s nothing wrong with it and we got lucky.”

She nodded and hopped in the driver’s seat. A minute later the car came to life. He waited to see if anything sounded or looked out of place in the engine, but nothing did. He laughed and closed the hood.

“How’s it looking in there?” he asked, coming around to the door.

“Um...fine,” she replied. “No lights on, no issues I see. Shit, it’s even got most of a full tank.”

“Well, guess we lucked out then. Okay, kill it and let’s get some food.”

…

An hour later, they were all seated around someone’s dinner table and enjoying a big meal of bacon, eggs, potatoes, and a nice stew of chicken and chopped vegetables.

“Fuck, Lilia, you can go work with Rain if you get tired of this,” Hunter said after clearing his plate.

She laughed. “Thank you. It’s nice to be appreciated.”

“Appreciated nothing, this is just fucking good.”

“Yeah,” Brooke agreed.

“I am really happy you burned my bacon,” Riley said.

“Are you being serious or sarcastic?” Lilia asked.

Riley laughed. “I’m being serious! I love extremely crispy bacon. This is perfect.”

“Ah, well, good then.” Lilia set her fork down and fixed Hunter with an inquisitive gaze and a small smirk.

“What?” he asked.

“I heard a rumor that the first time you and Brooke met, you shoved a gun in her face.”

“A rumor, huh?” Hunter replied, glancing over at Brooke.

“Not quite how I would describe it,” she muttered.

“Really? How would you describe it?” Hunter replied.

She pursed her lips and glared at him. “Well, technically, the first time we met you were passed out and completely naked.”

“Really?” Lilia asked, her eyes and her grin widening.

“Yeah,” Hunter cut in, hoping to keep Brooke from accidentally revealing more than she should. Riley knew, but Lilia didn’t. “Not sure what exactly caused it, but she found me naked and unconscious in a field. I was pretty banged up.”

“And I somehow dragged your heavy ass back to the shelter.”

“So, the gun?” Lilia pressed.

Brooke sighed. “The first time he was up and walking around, Hunter...startled me. I drew my gun. He snatched it out of my hand and pressed it against my forehead, and me up against a wall.”

“Reflex,” Hunter replied awkwardly.

“I do forgive you, by the way,” Brooke said.

“I appreciate it. But, uh, yeah. That’s what happened.”

“Interesting...so who was the first to jump in bed with you?”

Before he could answer, Brooke scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Chloe.”

“Really?” Lilia replied, raising her eyebrows. “Chloe? Not Rain?”

“Nope. Rain would’ve, though. But Chloe couldn’t keep her hands off him.”

“I just...this is hard for me to believe.”

“Same, honestly,” Riley said.

“What happened? How’d it happen?” Lilia asked, and he noticed all three of them leaned in a little, paying close, almost fervent attention.

He chuckled. “Well...okay, this is how it happened…”

…

Hunter couldn’t sleep.

Something was wrong.

After about forty minutes, once he was sure the women were sound asleep, he carefully extracted himself from the king size bed. He didn’t bother putting anything on as he walked to the nearest window and, careful to reveal as little of his body to a potential sniper’s bullets as possible, he began looking out it.

It was a dark night. The moons were out, but struggling to get through the cloud cover. He thought it would rain tomorrow. It would turn the world bitter and slushy and gray. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he knew it was something.

They had a tail, he was sure of it.

Now that he thought about it, that was the real reason he was impatient and annoyed today. Hunter tried to get a clear notion, a precise fix on when he had become aware of the fact that someone, or something, was following them.

It was when he was walking back into the farmhouse, that was when it had really pinged his awareness. But even then, even as that awareness settled into place, he also instantly became aware of the fact that he had been picking up on this for some time yet.

Perhaps when they left the forest, or as they passed along the valley’s edge, was when they had picked their tail up.

Whoever or whatever it was, they were good. Very good. Way beyond anything he’d seen so far from the wolves, the tigers, or the rabbits. From anyone, really.

Which filled him with a cold dread.

It must be a Trinket. Some kind of new stealth unit, something smarter and more capable. Something that could track, something that could hide, something that could stalk. Frowning, with a quick glance back at the bed, Hunter realized he was not going to be able to sleep tonight. And it was going to be a very long night indeed.

With a soft sigh, he began a patrol of the top floor to check all the views the windows offered.


CHAPTER 4

“We have a tail,” was the first thing Hunter said once they’d hit the road the following morning.

“A tail? What?” Lilia replied.

“Someone’s following us.”

A cold silence settled over the cabin.

So far, the morning had gone well. While none of them knew that he had been awake all night, they could all sense his stiffness the following morning. They hadn’t asked yet, maybe just accepting that’s how he was sometimes.

It was also possible they were distracted and still a little grumpy because Hunter had awoken them about fifteen minutes before sunrise. Though they had gotten plenty of sleep, their natural tendencies apparently meant they weren’t supposed to awaken before the sun was in the sky. While they were all fresh and alert now, after a shower and breakfast, it had left them a little stiff in demeanor, too.

“Who?” Brooke asked finally.

“I don’t know, that’s the problem. I didn’t sleep last night. I kept watch. And don’t worry, I can do this without suffering any ill effects.”

“Apparently, I couldn’t tell at all,” Lilia murmured.

“When did you first notice?” Riley asked.

“When I was heading inside for the night, after we checked the truck. But it was faint, that was the problem. It’s nothing like a wolf or a tiger.”

“...so, a Trinket?” Riley asked.

“I think so. Something new. Either that, or it’s some kind of super spec ops wolf or tiger tracker. I figure we’ll lose them with this truck, but we can’t know for sure. I didn’t see or hear anything last night or this morning, but that doesn’t mean much. Maybe they moved on or maybe they’re still tracking us.”

“So what do we do?” Lilia asked.

“Continue as planned, keep an extra paranoid eye out. If it shows up, I’ll deal with it. For now, keep an eye out for patrols.”

They settled in and he kept driving.

…

“You don’t have to do this,” Hunter murmured as they crawled along the trench.

“I know,” Brooke replied. “But I want to. And I think...in some way, I do have to. I need to. And I can. I believe I can do this.”

“All right. Just remember that adaptation ultimately trumps training. And you’re good at that. You’ve got that killer adaptive instinct. I’ve seen it.”

And he had. They had taken to training with hand-to-hand combat and while he obviously went easy on her, he did test her in different ways, trying to learn her strengths and weaknesses. And she was strong in adapting to a situational evolution. And she was fast, too. Faster than he really would have thought given her musculature.

They were on their first real mission now.

They’d had to ditch the truck about a mile back, as they began to see too many tiger patrols in the distance. From there, they’d taken a service road hidden among a small forest, dodging another patrol along the way among the trees, and at last had arrived at their first destination.

The tiger outpost was built into an old warehouse. They had spent an hour carefully surveying the area, checking for patrols, entrances, weaknesses they might be able to exploit. His heat-vision told him that there were some twenty tigers inside, split roughly evenly between the first and the second floors. He wasn’t sure if there was a basement, unfortunately.

They had their plan now. Riley and Lilia would hang back and provide overwatch with their rifles if necessary. ‘Necessary’ meaning if he or Brooke fucked up and things went loud. Between them, they all finally had headset radios. He and Brooke were going to sneak in and go around killing until there was nothing left.

And it was time for Brooke to cut her teeth on a real mission with real stakes and real consequences.

To say Hunter was nervous was an understatement.

Brooke was nervous, but she was doing a good job hiding it.

They had found a drainage ditch on a blind side of the warehouse with no windows, and while they did have two tigers on patrol outside, the patrol was pretty lax. So, consequently, they were almost to their infiltration point.

After another few moments, they finished their quick hunkered-down walk and crawled up out of it. Hunter pressed his back to the corner wall, where the westward side of the warehouse turned to the southward side. His heat-vision showed him they were still in the clear.

“Come on,” he whispered.

Still no one around back. He and Brooke came to a second story window. He hooked his fingers together and boosted her up. Watching carefully to catch her if she fell, he watched her manage to get the window up and open, then slip inside and close it behind her.

He had to admit, it was pretty hot, watching her work when she was in her zone.

“He’s facing away,” Hunter said as he looked up, through the wall to the orange-red figure up above him.

He saw Brooke move. Seconds slipped by as she drifted closer. Likely out of one room and into another. He kept watching, tensing as she snuck up behind the tiger. The bastard just began to turn as she struck and she plunged the knife into his neck while clapping a hand over his mouth. He saw her picked up off the floor by his struggles, but she held on, and they immediately grew weaker. She had to have hit his carotid.

He could hear his muffled, weakening cries and her heavy breathing over the radio.

Part of him felt a little guilty. This was cheating, plainly. But this was also war, and there were little in the way of true rules in warfare. Everything was on the line here, and Hunter played to win. Not just win, but dominate.

“I did it,” she whispered, still breathing heavily. “He’s dead.”

“Good job. Next one is to the north, about fifteen feet.”

“Got it. I see a door.”

“Okay, pay attention, I’m going in now and I can’t keep doing this.”

“Understood.”

Hunter found his own window and got it up and open, then slipped his huge frame inside. No easy task, but he was good at it by now. He came into what might have been a corner office. There was a desk, anyway. But it was mostly packed with old boxes and crates, one poor shelf completely overloaded.

Ghosting up to the door, Hunter began his hunt.

He found his first tiger half a minute later, standing at a desk, working on a disassembled rifle. He snuck up and struck like lightning, one hand over the mouth, the other hand plunging the dagger directly into his heart.

Hunter held on tightly, his muscles going rigid like cords of steel beneath his scarred flesh as he held onto the struggling tiger, who was putting up a hell of a fight. But it wasn’t enough, not nearly enough.

The life quickly bled out of him as his heart gave out and stopped pumping blood to his body. Hunter felt his struggles rapidly weakening, and then he felt him go. Felt the life leave his body for good. He went slack, no longer a person but an object.

Or maybe this is the REAL reason why you wanted to be alone, he heard something sinister whisper in his skull as he dragged the tiger out of sight, leaning him against a stack of crates in the shadows of the room. Because you can be who you REALLY are out here. Because you wouldn’t have to pull your punches, to hide yourself. You know it scares them.

Hunter ignored it and wiped his blade off on the tiger’s uniform, then sheathing it and drawing his silenced pistol instead. He looked down, saw Brooke. Saw another tiger coming her way.

“Brooke, one coming from the left.”

She didn’t respond, but he saw her shift, move, wait, then strike when the tiger walked into the room she was in.

“Got him,” she whispered. “Thanks.”

“Yep. Stay focused.”

He moved on, down a short hallway, into another packed with crates, covered in dust. A tiger was sleeping on a cot. Hunter fired a shot into his skull and moved on.

You know you could lose them, if they saw just how vicious and violent you really are. How violent you WANT to be. Because you enjoy it. Because you’re bloodthirsty.

Hunter suppressed a sigh. It was an old worry. How much was too much? How violent was too violent? At what point did you cross the line from soldier to sadist?

How long before he became Sergeant Pryce?

The man’s words came back to him, ghostly and haunting: Oi, trinket from the trinkets.

Because he had seen men like that. He remembered it. His memory was still shot full of holes, but he remembered that at least. Remembered the cruelty. Not just on the field but off it, too. Heard the stories. How awful they were to their wives, their children, anyone around them, really.

He’d rather be dead than become like that.

The thoughts were distracting, but not distracting enough to screw him up. He cleared his floor in five minutes, then helped Brooke clear her own in another two.

“Lilia, Riley, do it,” he said.

A few seconds later, two shots rang out nearly as one.

“They’re down. Still clear out here,” Riley said.

“Check. Find your way up onto the roof and keep watch for returning patrols.”

“Understood.”

He looked at Brooke. She was staring back at him. They both slowly looked over to the heavy door marked BASEMENT.

“I want you to start looking around for intelligence. Anything written down,” he said.

“I saw a desk in what I think was the foreman’s office,” she replied with a nod. “...be careful down there.”

“I will.”

They parted ways. Hunter walked over to the door and opened it up, expecting the worst. But all he found was a poorly-lit, concrete stairwell descending into the gloom. His heat-vision showed him nothing, but he knew it was likely he just couldn’t see down there. Once he got down there, however, it’d hopefully be a different story.

Hunter walked down to the first landing and carefully maneuvered around the corner. Nothing there but five more steps and an open doorway that led into a simple concrete room with an occasionally flickering light.

Stepping down, he surveyed the area and found a stroke of luck.

There were wolves down here. Wolf prisoners, if he had to guess. Three of them. Just to be sure, he took the time to check out the rest of the basement, but it wasn’t particularly large. He grit his teeth when he opened a door and found a quartet of dead rabbits down there. They had big bites taken out of them.

As if he needed a reminder of why he hated these fucks.

“There’s wolves here, prisoners, I think,” Hunter murmured.

“Shit,” Riley replied. “We’re on the roof now. No patrols incoming. What are we going to do with them?”

“I’ve got an idea. How’s that search coming, Brooke?”

“I’ve got something,” she replied. “Looks like maybe some troop movements, a few supply reports, hard to tell, as I don’t really read tiger.”

“I could look at them,” Riley said.

“No, it’s fine. Just gather up anything that looks important, stuff it into some kind of secure container.”

“All right.”

“Let me go interrogate the prisoners.”

Just in case they weren’t prisoners, Hunter moved carefully. He opened the door at the end of a short passageway and found himself looking into an open space surrounded by stalls with solid doors built onto them. They were cells without meaning to be cells, closer to very secure versions of the storage areas apartments sometimes had in their basements.

Hunter slowly walked into the room, finding three of these cells occupied. The rest were crammed with stuff. He looked around. Three wolves in forest camo looked back. They looked to be in rough shape, but they all still seemed basically mobile.

“Who the fuck are you?” one of them asked.

“I’m the guy who holds your lives in his hands now. I killed every single tiger here, and found you three in the basement.”

The three of them exchanged glances uncertainly. The one who had spoken, who was a bit bigger than the others and was probably a Sergeant or their equivalent, spoke up again. “If you hate tigers, then we can work together. If you let us out.”

“We can’t work together,” Hunter replied calmly.

“Why the fuck not?” the Sergeant demanded.

Hunter studied him for a moment, then looked to the other two. One of them looked annoyed and angry, but the other one…

Something in his eyes.

Hunter grinned and took a step closer to that one. “He knows who I am. Don’t you?”

The Sergeant looked uncertainly at the other wolf, who had taken a step deeper into his cell instinctively. “Well, Morowski, who the fuck is he?”

“He’s the hunter,” the wolf muttered.

“You’ve gotta be shitting me,” the Sergeant growled.

“Yep. I’m the hunter. How else do you think I took out an entire outpost of tigers?”

He let a moment of silence pass.

“Well, if you’re gonna kill us, do it fast,” the Sergeant growled.

“If you play your cards right, you can walk out of here and go home. Actually, it will be very easy for you to do so. All you have to do is remain compliant.”

They exchanged glances again. Finally, the Sergeant sighed. “Fine. What are we doing?”

“Mostly just don’t speak, don’t do anything stupid, and walk out of here. I’m opening your doors. I’d advise you not to make any sudden movements. It was kind of stressful up there and my nerves are a little on edge. If I get startled, it might just be a little too easy to-”

He whipped out his pistol and aimed it dead center in the Sergeant’s face, his movements a blur. The man jumped back, then cursed sharply.

“You feel me?” Hunter asked, replacing the pistol.

“Yeah, fine. We don’t do anything stupid. We just want the fuck out of here.”

“Fine then.”

Hunter walked up to the Sergeant’s door and tapped into his heightened state for just a few seconds to break the lock with his bare hands. If this had been an actual jail cell door, he wouldn’t be able to, but these locks were weak enough that he could manage. He went and repeated the process twice more, then pulled out his pistol and had them gather in the center of the room.

“All right, I’m bringing the wolves up now. Brooke, you got what I asked for?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Good. Go into the main room, set it on that crate in the middle, then fall back, out of sight.”

“Understood.”

Hunter waited until she’d given him confirmation that she’d done as he’d asked, then nodded towards the door. The wolves began walking towards it slowly in a single file line, and he followed them.

“You try to run or do anything stupid, I’ll knee-cap all three of you, drag you back to your cells, and then lock you in there and leave you to starve to death.”

None of them had anything to say to that. Hunter marched them upstairs, back into the main room, where he found a thick manila envelope made of waxy pale paper that looked pretty solid. He walked over to it and picked it up, then turned back to the wolves. They stood together in a small group, looking angry and uncomfortable and exhausted.

“Why are you letting us live?” the Sergeant asked suddenly.

“Because I have a job for you three. I’m going to keep this simple. I’ve got an offer for your bosses and your army. It’s an offer I’m not extending to the tigers, so consider yourselves lucky. Starting from today, you and your entire army has ten days to get the fuck out of my forest and the lands surrounding it. I know that there’s a small wolf town to the north, Lake Shore Haven is what they call it. You can all go live there, or somewhere else, I don’t really care. But you have ten days, including today. Abandon all efforts against the rabbits or anyone else you don’t like, I don’t really give a shit if you kill the tigers, and leave.”

“And if we don’t?” the Sergeant asked.

“Then I will kill every single last one of you. It’ll take some time, I’m sure, but I’ll do it. It’s easy for me. As you can see,” he said, nodding to the pair of corpses in the room. Technically one of those was Brooke’s kill, but the sentiment still worked. “I’ll hunt down every last one of you and put a bullet in your heads, one by one, until you’re all gone. That’s my promise to you. Leave and live. Stay and die. You can’t win this fight.”

He shoved the envelope into the Sergeant’s hands.

“What’s this?” he asked quietly, clearly rattled.

“Intel on the tigers in the region. Give it to your bosses. Make use of it, kill them if you want, just remember: ten days.”

He thought the Sergeant would say something, maybe try to bargain or tell him to go fuck himself, but in the end, he said nothing. He just nodded. Hunter walked them outside and pointed them off to the forest.

“You don’t ever want to see me again,” he said to their departing backs, “because it will be the last thing you see.”


CHAPTER 5

“So now what?” Brooke asked as she came to join him once the wolves were gone.

Hunter looked around the warehouse. “Well, we’re in a small bind. I don’t want to just bomb the shit out of this place, there’s a lot of useful stuff here. Or there might be. It’s kind of hard to tell. And we can’t just stake it out, either. We’ve got a schedule to keep. So, this is what we’re going to do instead. We’re going to trap the shit out of it.”

“Oh, cool.”

“What does that mean, exactly?” Riley asked over the radio.

“It means I’m going to put quick and dirty traps around and Riley, you are going to come down here and help me and Brooke with it while Lilia keeps watch.”

“Coming,” Riley replied.

“If we do this again, I want to be the one to help,” Lilia said.

“You will next time.”

“Okay...thanks.”

“Yep. Now, let’s get to it.”

They spent about an hour trapping the place. Mostly it was tripwire stuff. They set things to fall from the ceiling, shotguns or rifles to go off once doors were opened, and a few small explosives that hopefully wouldn’t burn the building down. After trapping all the entrances and windows as well, Hunter figured that would have to be good enough and they hit the road.

Getting back in their truck, they drove past the warehouse and found a road bearing southward, where their next job was located.

…

“Do you really think they’ll leave?” Brooke asked.

They’d been driving for about forty minutes now and everyone had sunk into a contemplative silence.

“It’s hard to say. My gut says no,” Hunter replied.

“Your gut is probably right,” Riley muttered darkly.

“Why?” Lilia asked.

“Wolves are stubborn as it is, but the types who grabbed a gun and started gunning down rabbits? They’re a lot more stubborn than that. I mean, they aren’t all insane, some of them were clearly tricked into it and now probably think they’re in too deep to stop now, so they keep going. But I don’t know...I think if you hammer them hard enough, eventually there’ll be a mutiny. I imagine it’s not ‘fun’ anymore for some of them, and they’re seeing what hard work it actually is to occupy an area, and they’ll eventually figure it isn’t worth getting killed over.”

“Yeah...gonna need some kind of insurance,” he muttered.

“Insurance how?” Riley replied.

“Eventually, they’ll probably fuck off, like you said. To that town. But they’ll want revenge. Need something to keep them from actually seeking it. Maybe...I could threaten to rig up a drone with high explosives and hit their town.”

“Hunter, there’s going to be families in that town. Children,” Brooke said.

“I know that. That’s why I said threaten. I wouldn’t actually do it. But we need them to believe I would.”

“They probably would after all the shit you’ve done to them so far,” Riley replied.

“And all that’s coming,” he muttered.

The silence descended once again. Hunter felt dark thoughts lurking uncomfortably in the shadowed trenches of his mind, but he ignored them and instead focused on the task at hand. They were about an hour or so away from where they needed to be, and then they’d have to wait until nightfall before they could even launch their mission.

“Get some sleep if you can. And make sure to eat a protein bar and drink a lot of water. We need to be fueled up in case shit goes sideways,” Hunter said.

The others murmured their replies and he settled in for the rest of the drive.

…

They definitely had a tail.

Hunter was sure of it now.

They’d made the drive and parked the truck about two miles from the outskirts of the town where the rabbits were being kept. He’d found a small house and garage in some woodlands north of the settlement and hid the truck in the garage.

From there, they’d begun walking.

They’d taken some time preparing themselves. He’d had them go over all their gear one more time, to make sure nothing was out of place. He wanted to give them time to catch up. He was no longer convinced this was a Trinket, unless it was a really unique Trinket that could drive. Twice he’d just barely caught a hint of another vehicle ghosting them in the distance.

Hunter found himself excited by what was happening. This was a mystery, and potentially a challenge, and he had to admit that he liked both of those things.

Well, for the most part. He hated the mystery of the Trinkets.

After about twenty minutes, they’d headed into the woods. He intended to study the city from a distance, get an idea of where everyone was and what the situation was, then head in after nightfall and do their stealth elimination thing.

As he led them through the forest, however, he heard a distant shout, followed by a roar. That had been a rabbit shouting, and a tiger roaring. Hunter surged forward, towards the sound of the voices, and a few seconds later a lone figure appeared in his heat-vision among the densely clustered trees ahead of them.

He saw a rabbit, running for his life, and then, a few seconds later, a tiger appeared, sprinting after him. Hunter made the hide motion and then raced into their path. He positioned himself behind a large tree and drew his knife, then he waited, prepared to intervene in case the rabbit fell or the tiger caught up to him.

But neither happened. The rabbit sprinted past him, panting and crying, and then the tiger came. That was when Hunter stepped out and swung the knife directly into the tiger’s throat. The look of shock on the tiger’s face as he abruptly came to a halt was priceless.

“How do you like it?” Hunter growled as he watched the life rapidly drain from the bastard’s eyes.

He twisted the knife, finishing the job, then let the body drop and took a look around. As far as he could tell, it was just the two of them out here. He turned and spied the rabbit, who had fallen and now lay on the ground, among the dead leaves and mud, staring at him with wide, stricken eyes as his narrow chest heaved.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, putting his knife away and keeping still otherwise.

“What are you?” the rabbit whispered after a moment.

“A friend. Brooke, come out here, please,” he said.

The rabbit’s head twitched to the side as he heard the rustle of leaves. Brooke appeared from behind a tree, offering the kid a smile. Hunter relaxed as he saw the tension begin to leave the rabbit’s body. His breathing gradually began to slow.

“What...what’s going on?” he asked finally, bewildered and exhausted.

“We’re going to help you,” Brooke replied. She walked up and offered him a hand. He took it, tentatively, and allowed her to pull him to his feet. “I’m Brooke. This is Hunter. We’re soldiers, here to help the rabbits in that town.”

“You are?” he gasped. “Oh...oh, thank God,” he whispered. “It’s so bad in there. You have to get my sister! And there’s others!”

“It’s okay,” Hunter said, approaching now. The rabbit tensed, but didn’t run. “We’re going to save them, but we have to do it the right way. Listen, there’s two others out here with us. One of them is a rabbit, but one is also a wolf. But the wolf is friendly, so I don’t want you to freak out.”

“I…” He looked around anxiously, beginning to breathe rapidly again.

“Hey, what’s your name?” Brooke asked.

“Cooper,” he managed finally. “My name is Cooper...my sister’s name is Abigail.”

“We’ll get her out, okay?” Brooke murmured. “But you need to remain calm. Will you remain calm if our wolf friend comes out? She won’t hurt you, I promise.”

“I...yeah, okay,” he managed, suddenly seeming defeated. Probably was too tired to do anything else at this point, Hunter thought.

“Come on out,” he said.

Riley and Lilia emerged from their hiding places and joined them. Cooper at least didn’t panic any further, though he was clearly wary of Riley, who kept a respectful distance.

“What do we do with him?” Brooke asked.

“First, we ask him some questions,” Hunter replied. “Were you escaping?”

Cooper offered a bitter laugh. “No. I mean, I was trying to, but that’s not why I’m out here. They let me go, so they could hunt me down. It’s what they do with us when they aren’t working us to death.”

“Bastards,” Riley growled.

“Please tell me you’re going to kill them.”

“We’re going to kill them,” Hunter replied. “We’re going to kill all of them and save the rabbits.”

“Thank you,” Cooper muttered. He wiped at his face. He looked awful. Scrawny, his clothing torn and stained with soot, blood, and mud.

“We’re going to get you somewhere safe, but first we need to ask you some questions,” Hunter said.

“I’ll try to answer.”

Hunter nodded and started asking. They questioned him for about ten minutes, getting whatever details they could about the town. In the end, Hunter didn’t think they’d gotten very much that they wouldn’t have gotten from a visual inspection.

“All right, Lilia, take him to the farmhouse we passed and get him set, then catch up with us,” Hunter said.

“You’re going to leave me alone?” Cooper asked, turning anxious again in a heartbeat.

“We have to,” Hunter replied. “We’re going to assault the town, and you need to be somewhere safe.”

“Oh, yeah...that makes sense. But…” He looked around at them. “Just four of you? There’s no more?”

He had told them there were some fifty tigers there.

“We can handle it,” Hunter replied. “You just need to stay safe.”

Cooper still looked a little uncertain, but finally he nodded and looked to Lilia. She began leading him back the way they had come, and Hunter started leading Riley and Brooke in the opposite direction. Towards the town, towards the tigers.

He was getting flashbacks to the times he had found dead, mutilated rabbits. He could feel that old hatred, that old red rage coming back. But this was not the time for that. Not yet. Up next was recon, and then the hardest part of all: waiting.

They made quick work of the remaining forest, cutting through it fast and coming to rest on a small hill that gave them a good view of the town. Hunter took it all in, but there really wasn’t all that much to see. The town was pretty basic, mostly two rows of buildings with a single road cut through the middle. He could see some clusters of houses farther on, but according to the kid, those were abandoned and everyone was kept in one of the apartment buildings. Hunter had been wondering how they kept them from trying to escape, but the kid explained that the tigers had made it clear they’d kill their family or friends, or just some random rabbit if they didn’t have either of those, if any of them even tried to escape.

Hunter was going to enjoy killing them.

“All right, according to the kid, they all get locked into the apartment building around dusk, so that should at least keep them out of the way. We’re going to run this just like last time. Brooke and I will go in, you two are gonna stay right here and provide us some overwatch with the rifles if things get hot. The plan is simple: I take the right, Brooke takes the left. We work our way down the buildings and kill the tigers quick and quiet, until there are no more. Then we spring the rabbits...I hope Kiara is right about this meteor survey place,” he muttered.

“I trust her,” Brooke said.

“Yeah, I do, too. I guess I’m just nervous about all this.”

Hunter always got some amount of anxiety when hostages were involved. The stakes were so much higher then, and there were some sixty or so rabbits imprisoned here. He checked his watch. Sunset was still about three hours away. According to Cooper, the tiger Hunter had killed probably wouldn’t be missed until tomorrow morning, as they sometimes hunted all night if they got really into it, so that wouldn’t be a problem, at least.

“Okay, settle in, this is gonna be a long wait,” he said, and kept studying the town.


CHAPTER 6

The infiltration was going pretty good so far.

Hunter had chosen the right side of the town, which sported both apartment buildings that the tigers and rabbits seemed to be occupying exclusively. They waited about an hour after nightfall, using the opportunity to slowly get into position.

He had to admit, Hunter was more wary of the tigers than he was of the wolves. While they seemed even less reliant on technology and even military tactics, they made up for it in the strength of their senses and their bodies, and their tenacity.

Most of the tigers were on his side. Brooke took the left and had ten to deal with, with rough estimations of where they were, thanks to their scouting. On his side, Hunter had a gas station, a clinic, a general store, a police station, and the two apartment buildings to get through.

There were some thirty tigers in the apartment building now, and he had been glad to see that there were no tigers in the rabbit’s building. He didn’t know how long that would keep, though, so they’d gotten to it.

He’d cleared all of the buildings except for the tigers’ quarters so far, moving swiftly and surely, killing each of the stragglers who had opted to stay up late or pulled guard duty. Each one had a silenced shot to the back of the head and now lay in a pool of blood.

The time to do the hard part of the job had arrived.

“I’m about to enter the apartment complex. How’s it going?” he whispered as he lurked near a back entrance he’d just found unlocked.

“Almost done, two more,” Brooke replied, her voice quiet but clear over the radio.

“Check.”

He slipped inside. The building was divided up into four levels, each level containing four apartments. Most of them were occupied. All on the ground floor were, so that’s where he got to work. He selected the apartment nearest to him to the left, as all the heat signatures in there were lying down.

The door was unlocked, so he slipped inside easily enough. No lights were on and it was quiet in the apartment, though he could hear noises coming from the others. Loud talking, mostly. Some laughter, some arguments.

The first tiger he took out was asleep on a couch in the living room. Another bullet from his silenced pistol took care of him and then he was ghosting along a hallway. There were three more. Two in one room, one in another.

Opening a door, he found a bedroom with a pair of single-wide beds shoved into the corners, each occupied by a sleeping tiger. The smell of alcohol was heavy on the air and Hunter wasn’t exactly feeling proud of his work as he shot each of them in their sleep. But this was his job and, more to the point, it was his duty.

And it needed to be done.

Because obviously there was going to be no peace between them. The tigers had come to stay, and they had come to pillage, rape, and enslave.

And those actions must be met swiftly with stern retaliation.

The last tiger was asleep in a queen size, sprawled on it. He began to stir slightly as Hunter took aim, but he didn’t even fully come awake before Hunter punched his ticket. His job in here done, he turned and headed back.

Stepping outside and gently closing the door behind him, he found himself thinking that this was continuing to go pretty well, and they should be able to liberate these rabbits without a problem.

That was when he heard Brooke curse sharply over the radio, followed by a startled shout. Before he could ask what was going on, he heard, both over the radio and not that far away, the sound of a machine gun firing. It was long and loud, a whole magazine rattling off.

“Fuck,” Hunter said.

“I’m sorry!” Brooke cried a second later. “Fuck, I fucked it up!”

“Was that your last guy?” Hunter replied, trying to cut through her panic and assess the situation.

All around him, the tigers were not just stirring, but leaping from their beds.

“Yes! I’m sorry, he saw me and-”

“It’s fine, don’t come to the apartment building. Stay where you are.”

“No, Hunter! Let me help-”

“That is a direct order. Stay where you are,” he snarled.

“Okay,” she replied, for once sounding scared.

He felt bad but he would have to deal with that later.

Right now, he had something significantly more pressing to handle.

All around him, the apartment building was waking up, resurrecting to dark life and darker intent as the tigers responded to the sudden development. Hunter walked slowly to the center of the hallway. He had to keep them all in here, with him, until they could be eliminated.

“Lilia, Riley, you shoot any tigers you see outside, got it?” he asked as he heard doors beginning to open.

“Check,” Riley replied tightly.

A trio of tigers appeared behind him. Twice that many poured out into the hallway ahead of him. Overhead, the light flickered as he heard heavy boots thundering, making their way down. Dead silence fell on the ground floor as they all caught sight of Hunter, the lone interloper suddenly in their midst. There were no words exchanged as the tigers abruptly began advancing on him, knives and other things appearing in their hands.

They knew the score.

They all did.

Hunter knew you never let an enemy come to you if you could help it, not unless it was a trap, and this was no trap.

So he struck first.

He didn’t activate his ability, partially because he wanted to keep it in his back pocket for real emergencies, but mostly because he wanted to see if he could handle this on his own. He felt his body being flooded with adrenaline and other things, felt his senses sharpening up, that kick in his chest of liquid fire excitement that filled his veins with napalm.

He got things started by throwing two of his smaller knives. One ahead, one behind. Each buried themselves in a tiger, one in an eye, one in a throat. A collective roar went up as Hunter threw himself at the larger collection.

From then on, it was all actions, snapshots of blood, flash frozen images of broken teeth and bones, lacerated skin, more blood on the air.

His knife buried itself in the throat of one tiger and his vision went red as he sliced open a carotid artery. Ripping the knife free, he plunged the eight-inch blade into the heart of a second tiger as he lunged for him.

Then he was dodging as strong hands reached for him, trying to break bone and rip skin. He ducked and his leg shot out, bootheel colliding with a shin bone and snapping it with ease. Then he was back up on his feet, dodging several fast, hard strikes, and the blade again sought flesh and again found it, this time plunging into the eye of another assailant.

Behind him now. They were closing in on him.

Hunter drove his elbow back and felt a satisfying crunch as he heard a scream, one bastard’s nose collapsing and snapping. Then there were strong arms coming around him, grabbing him and lifting him.

“Do it!” someone screamed.

Hunter saw a knife from the front coming his way and he bashed his head back, breaking another nose, then he dropped down and snapped forward, sending the tiger who had him abruptly up, over him, and crashing into the gathering crowd.

More behind him now as the others came down from up above.

He whipped around to deal with them and found himself staring down the barrel of a pistol. At the last second, he whipped a hand up and sent the pistol discharging into the ceiling. Then he grabbed the tiger’s wrist, squeezed hard, and tore the pistol free of his grasp.

Hunter turned it around and emptied the magazine into the small crowd that had gathered, putting down four of them with fast headshots and sending the rest stumbling away with gunshot wounds. He just had the opportunity to see one of them stagger out the back door and then the top of his head vanished in a spray of gore as a sniper rifle round tore through it.

Someone crashed into him from behind and he was tackled to the floor. Wrestling around, he managed to throw the tiger off of him, but there were even more now.

Hands on his limbs, sharp fingernails tearing at his flesh, then the cruel bite of a blade as it slashed his bicep-

Fuck, he thought, and hit his power.

The tigers flew off of him as he surged back to his feet, and then everything really was a blur.

A tiger’s neck in his grasp as he ripped his throat out in a spray of arterial red.

A sharp, awful cracking snap as he grabbed one man’s head and wrenched it around as hard as he could.

A solid thwack as his fist drove into one tiger’s broad chest and his ribcage gave, caving in as more blood splashed out.

A wrist in one hand, elbow in the other, then a hard, wet snap and a wild shriek as he broke the bone clean.

More blood and more broken bones and more cracked craniums and more death.

And then more after that.

And then, suddenly, no more.

Hunter stood in the center of the hallway, gasping for breath, eyes wide and blazing, looking around him for more. He hit his heat-vision and looked around, above and below and in every direction, but he saw nothing but the rabbits in the adjacent building now.

He felt a surge of rage at that. He wanted more, he wasn’t finished yet.

But he had to be finished, had to be.

Bringing his will down on himself like a titanium sledgehammer, he shut down his ability and staggered against the nearest wall as the comedown hit him hard.

“Hunter...are you all right?” Brooke asked quietly after a long couple of moments.

“Fine,” he managed, then coughed, grabbed his canteen and drained half of it. “I don’t see anyone else but the rabbits, do you?”

“No,” Riley and Lilia reported. They sounded disturbed.

He realized they must have heard all of that through his headset. Oh well, nothing he could do about it now.

“Get down here, we need to deal with the rabbits now.”

…

The rabbits were, for the most part, in okay condition. At least considering what they had gone through. Most of them were malnourished and had cuts, scrapes, and bruises, but only a handful of them were seriously sick or injured.

Hunter stood atop their apartment building, surveying the land. He found himself cold, emotionally, but knew it had to be that way right now. There were no more tigers to kill, but that’s all he wanted to do. He felt bad for the rabbits, but he knew that if he let that wash over him, it would just make him even angrier, which was a dangerous prospect right now.

At the moment, he had another objective on his mind.

In the frigid night air, he surveyed the landscape, hunting.

He wanted that tail.

It was going to bother him until he dealt with it, and this had been the one thing that couldn’t wait. But now the rabbits were liberated, if not yet safe, and he knew that he had to turn all his attention to this mystery.

And solve it.

However that might look.

He didn’t see anything obvious, but once he thought he saw the faintest hint of heat somewhere in a nearby small woodland. It could have been nothing, but he didn’t think so. His nightvision didn’t turn up anything of note.

But he saw a cave in the moonlight, among the trees of the small forest with the mysterious heat flicker, and the plan snapped together in his head almost before he realized it.

Spending another moment looking around, Hunter then scrambled down the ladder lashed to the exterior of the old building. He landed with a heavy thud and a grunt, causing some nearby rabbits to give mild shouts of shock.

“Sorry,” he said, walking up to Brooke.

About a quarter of the rabbits were outside in front of the building, looking around cautiously and with something like hope. He noticed they all had lingering stares for the pair of corpses in the street, two tigers that had tried to flee during the conflict and hadn’t made it very far.

“What’s up?” Brooke asked.

“How long do you think it’s going to take to get everyone ready?” he asked.

She sighed, looking around. “I’m not sure. An hour, at the very least. Probably two.”

He frowned. “See if you can cut that. I’m not sure if we’ve got two hours.”

“Why? Did you see something?”

“No, it’s clear, but I can’t imagine the tigers are that far away from this place. Could be some patrols around...I just don’t want to linger if we don’t have to. Have them gather their stuff, whatever’s dear to them and any food, medicine, or weapons they can find.”

“What about the wounded, or the sick? It’s easily an hour and a half hike to the center. And we’ve got some vehicles, but there’s no way we can fit all of them. We can’t even fit half of them.”

Hunter nodded. He’d already considered this. “We’re going to take one of the vehicles soon and go out there to inspect the place ourselves. Once it’s clear, we give the ten minute warning and everyone finishes up, then preps to start walking. We take the wounded, the sick, and the weak in the vehicles we do have. Also, tell Lilia to take a truck and go grab Cooper. Now, I’ve got something I need to do.”

“What?” she asked uncertainly.

“I’m going to figure out exactly who, or what, is following us.”


CHAPTER 7

His plan was definitely working.

His tail was near. They had finally given themselves away with a poorly placed foot, causing a twig to snap. As he had headed into the woods, Hunter had a strong idea that they were somewhere nearby, and an extremely vague notion of which direction. Though the sense was so faint that he wasn’t sure how he knew.

It bothered him that he still didn’t understand all of his instincts, wondering about how all the tiniest bits of sensory input added up to such a sense.

It was hard to rely on something you didn’t fully understand.

But he was sure now. Hunter led his tail towards the cave as he strode towards it. He tried to be confident, but not too confident. Projection was everything when you were luring someone, or something, in. He still didn’t have a clear sense of what was following him, but by now he found it unlikely to be a Trinket.

You had to act. You had to make it seem like you weren’t laying a trap. And that was an extremely fine line to walk. You couldn’t lean in either direction too much. Not too overt in your actions, pretending to be disinterested in the world around you, because that just came off as artificial. Especially for someone like him.

But you couldn’t go in the other direction, obviously, and pay too close of attention. Because then, either you did too good a job and made them paranoid that they had your attention in an uncertain sort of way, or you didn’t do a good enough job and they realized you were acting.

Hunter thought he was decent at it, and apparently he was.

He found the cave ten minutes later and headed inside. It wasn’t very big, and thankfully came with a tunnel at the end that terminated in a smaller cavern. Hunter thought for a moment how best to hide himself, and tried to determine what would be the most unexpected place for him to be. Since there wasn’t a lot to work with in the empty room, he finally settled for pulling out his pistol and laying on his back to the right of the entrance, along the wall.

And there he waited.

It took another fifteen minutes before he heard the faintest trace of a sound. Another five minutes after that before a figure finally walked slowly into the cavern, a submachine gun of sleek design in hand. He had a hard time seeing them, even with his night and heat-vision activated.

“That’s far enough,” Hunter said, and the figure jerked towards his voice, SMG aimed at him. The figure froze as they saw the pistol and he heard a muffled, slightly digitized voice issue a sharp, foreign curse. “Who the hell are you?” he asked, slowly getting to his feet, keeping the barrel of the pistol aimed at their skull the entire time.

A long moment of dead silence went by as the figure stared at him. They were wearing some kind of bodysuit and a sort of gasmask looking thing, obscuring everything about them. Though now that he’d had a bit of time to study them, he had the impression he was looking at a woman. A tall, lean woman who serious military stealth training.

“I would like an answer,” he added. When that didn’t produce anything, he tried a different tact. “We don’t have to be enemies.”

That apparently was the right thing to say. Slowly, very slowly, the woman lowered her SMG. Hunter did the same with his pistol.

Finally, she spoke. Her voice was strangely accented, what his mind pegged as vaguely Russian, but her words were familiar.

“If we are to speak at all, you will tell me what you are,” she replied, her voice quiet but hard as reinforced titanium.

Hunter thought about it for a long moment, then made a decision that he was sure he wouldn’t make. Certainly not under these circumstances. But sometimes all you had was instinct, and sometimes instinct was particularly loud, and now was one of those times.

“I’m an experimental, genetically engineered and cybernetically augmented supersoldier from another dimension,” he replied flatly.

The figure stared at him for another long, silent moment. Finally, she seemed to relax ever so slightly. “That would explain my analysis.”

“You’ve been analyzing me?”

“Every chance I’ve gotten.”

“For how long?”

“The past two days.”

“Fine. Now answer my question: who the fuck are you?”

Another long, tense moment. “You say you are a soldier.”

“I am.”

“Then surely you must understand the concept of a secret mission.”

“I do.”

“And you must understand the concept of leaving no trace of dangerous technology or intel.” He nodded. “If I am to tell you, can I ask then that you will help to maintain these two things?”

“...within reason,” he replied.

“What does this mean?”

“If I find out you’re here to hurt rabbits or any other refugees, then we’re going to have a problem. Otherwise, we’ll probably be fine.”

“I have your word?” she asked.

“You have my word.”

Another pause, this one briefer. “I am here seeking technology stolen from my nation, to recover or destroy it. I am...having difficulty doing so. I thought perhaps you might be connected to it, so I began to follow you, analyze you, but your technology seems alien to my own. Which, evidently, it is.”

“So you believe me?”

“Tentatively,” she replied. “How did you arrive here?”

“Government experiment of my people. It unfortunately fried my memory, so I don’t remember the specifics...take off your mask.”

Another lengthy pause, then she let her SMG hang from its sling. He holstered his pistol. She reached up and twisted her curious gasmask to an angle, then pulled it off, then pulled down the tight hood covering the rest of her head. Hunter found himself looking at a deer woman. She had an angular, severe face that he thought was more a personal feature than that of the race.

She had soft, light brown skin and the large, perky, curved ears of a deer. It even had the brown fur and the white spots speckling it here and there. Her eyes were green and sharp like finely cut emeralds, practically blazing with intellect and intent. Her hair was jet black and short.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Yelena.”

He almost laughed. Her name was even Russian. Interesting.

“I assume you know mine.”

“Yes. Hunter. And the others, too.”

“So, where does this leave us, Yelena? I’ve got a job to do, rabbits to tend to, tigers and wolves to kill, supplies to gather. I can’t really have you just following me everywhere and I imagine you have better things to do.”

She pursed her lips, a look of frustration and distaste coming onto her starkly beautiful face. “I...would like to work together.”

Hunter felt his eyebrows raise. That was a surprise. In truth, he’d been assuming she had meant that he would have to turn over whatever deer tech he and his people had. “Really?”

“Yes. I am at an impasse. I have been hunting for months and while I’m closer, I am uncertain of where to go next.”

“What exactly are you looking for?”

Her expression soured further. “You understand that I cannot share the specifics of my technology.”

“I got that impression. Okay, what in general are you looking for?”

The slightest bit of a smile flickered across her face. “A piece of highly advanced, cutting edge technology was stolen, along with several other pieces of less advanced tech, all of which were smuggled out of my country. I was dispatched to get it back.”

“Just you?”

“There were others. We did not anticipate a global catastrophe. They are dead, or chasing down other leads far from here.”

“Sorry.”

“It goes with the territory. The tech is...advanced medical technology. Experimental. It took some time, but I managed to trace it to this region. To the city of Nym.”

“Huh…” Hunter felt something flicker at that, something old. But it wouldn’t come when he sought it, whatever it was. Something he’d learned, some detail, but…

He gave up, frustrated. It would come later, hopefully.

“Do you know anything?” Yelena asked.

“No,” he replied, “or at least, I don’t think so. We’ve come across some of your tech so far, but nothing advanced. I mean, nothing for you. Just some drones and a probe. I imagine that’s probably somewhat more typical.”

She sneered. “Yes. Opportunistic fools smuggle some of our tech out or idiots manage to steal it occasionally through pure luck.” She abruptly regained control of herself, her expression becoming flat and neutral again. “I propose a joint operation.”

“You and me, working together?”

“Yes. I help you with your tasks, you help me with mine.”

Hunter thought about it, but not for long. Advanced medical tech...this had to be why they had Trinkets. Or at least a massive puzzle piece.

“Deal,” he said. “You help me take out another three targets in the region, I’ll show you a huge clue that might help you, and then we can keep working together from there until we’re both satisfied. Because I’m not exactly thrilled at the idea of this tech being out and about in the region.”

Yelena stared at him for a moment, then slowly walked forward. She offered him her hand. He smiled slightly and took it, shook it, released it.

“Thank you,” she murmured, pulling her hood back up and re-securing her mask.

“I have some rabbits to tend to. You want to help with that or not?”

“I would prefer not to. My skills lie in stealth and assassination.”

“Perfect for what I have in mind.” He reached in his pocket, making her tense slightly. He pulled out a mini-tablet and fired up the map he’d loaded up, then stood beside her, showing her. “There’s a scrapyard here, about five miles east. You know it?”

“I’ve seen it,” she murmured, studying it.

“That’s my next target. Gonna kill everyone there.”

“I can help with this. What about after?”

“Final outpost in the area is what looks to be a makeshift forward operating base, I believe prefab structures from the scan. It’s farther east, another six miles. And then from there, up to the mountain pass to bomb the shit out of it.”

She studied the mini-tablet for another moment, then passed it back. “I can help with this plan. What will you give me after?”

“Something worthwhile,” he replied. She stared at him in silence from behind her gasmask. He sighed. “There’s some bizarre fusion of technology being spliced into corpses and turning them into soldiers happening recently. Do you know about that?”

“...no.”

“Well, are you going to be very surprised soon.”

“Is there any chance I can talk you into showing me this...development sooner?”

“No. We finish my job, then we do your job.”

She sighed softly. “Fine. I will go ahead of you and scout the junkyard.”

“Agreed.”

They walked out of the cave. Even with the moonlight he had trouble fully seeing her. “What is this suit you’re wearing?”

“Stealth camouflage tech,” she replied tightly.

It wasn’t generating a field of invisibility, but it did seem strangely adaptive to whatever was around it. She wasn’t impossible to see, but she did blend in incredibly well.

“I’ll see you at the scrapyard.”

“Yes. Do not linger.”

“I’m going to need some time to get these rabbits sorted.”

He thought she would argue, but instead she simply nodded. “Very well.”

“Wait,” he said when she began to turn. “We should stay in touch.”

“I have your radio frequency already. We can speak freely now.”

He sighed. “Of course you do. Fine. Go.”

She hesitated very slightly, then turned and ghosted off into the woods. Hunter frowned, watching her go, losing her a little too quickly for his liking.

This was...not what he had been expecting.

With a soft sigh, he began jogging back to the others.

…

“That...is not what I was expecting,” Brooke said once he’d updated the three women on the situation.

He snorted. “Yeah, same.”

“So what are we going to do?” Riley asked.

“There’s going to be a small change of plans. We’re going to go ahead with the exodus to the meteorological center and bunking the rabbits down there for the duration. What’s going to change is that you three are going to stay with them and guard them while I go out and finish the job.”

“No,” Brooke replied immediately.

Hunter suppressed a sigh. He had been expecting this. A look at Lilia and Riley suggested that they were okay with this plan, but Brooke looked like she was ready to dig in her heels.

“Go keep getting them ready,” he said.

Brooke looked at Riley and Lilia, and looked a little betrayed when they nodded and headed off. She looked back at him.

“Hunter-”

“Walk with me,” he said, and then turned and started walking down the street.

She sighed explosively and hurried along after him. “If this is because of what happened on the mission, it wasn’t my fault! There was nothing-”

“This isn’t because of that,” Hunter said.

“...are you lying to me?”

“No. This is because I found a real, live spec ops soldier willing to work with me. If I hadn’t run into Yelena, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. You and I would be infiltrating the scrapyard sometime around dawn. I can’t know for sure exactly what happened with you during the infil, but I trust you and your judgment enough to believe you’re telling the truth. That it was something you couldn’t help. And while I’m frustrated that it happened, I’m not angry at you, and I don’t consider you a failure as a warrior because of it. This isn’t about you, Brooke.” He stopped abruptly and turned to face her. “At a certain point, you’re going to have to internalize that.”

The sudden seriousness with which he had spoken to her seemed to startle her into silence for several moments. He decided to press on.

“Brooke, I love you. I would do just about anything for you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. And I want you to be the warrior you want to be, and I will help you get there. But one of the hardest lessons you have to learn about this job is that this job is not about you. It isn’t about me. It isn’t about any of the individual people. When we’re out here, doing this, we are all tools. Assets. You use the right tool for the job. Not because you like the tool, but because it is best suited.”

Brooke looked almost frightened now, so he relaxed a little. “Now, to be clear, I will not sacrifice any of you. Because that isn’t the kind of working relationship we have. I will not leave you to die if it means saving fifty rabbits. I will handle it if a situation like that comes up. But you need to get it into your head that if I’m making a decision, Brooke, it’s because that decision is the one that makes the most logical sense.

“This isn’t a reprimand, this isn’t a comment on you. I appreciate how you feel Brooke, I genuinely do, but if you are going to do what I do, then you are going to have to learn this lesson not to take things personally when we’re in the field. Now, I’m not looking for mindless obedience, if you think you’ve got a better plan, then by all means, tell me. But I do expect you to follow orders otherwise. And...I’m sorry I have to talk to you like this, I hate it. But I love you, and I care about you, and I need you to survive, so that means I need you to learn this lesson. Do you understand?”

Brooke was staring intensely at him, gritting her teeth a little. She looked like she was struggling greatly, and some part of him worried she’d flip her shit, but she didn’t. She simply nodded. “Yes, Hunter, I understand.”

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, taking her and hugging her. She immediately wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him. “I hate doing this.”

“I know...I’m sorry I made you. You’re right. It’s my fucking emotions. I take everything so fucking personally and I don’t know why and I hate it.”

“I understand. These are difficult situations to be in, difficult lessons to learn. You’re going to struggle. But I know you’re strong enough.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I’ve been working alongside you for a month now, Brooke. I know how you work. You’re tougher than you think you are. But there’s still a part of you that thinks being tough means getting your way, no matter the cost. But that isn’t true fortitude. True fortitude is doing what you hate, because it’s the right thing to do. And you’ve got that.”

“...I guess I do,” she muttered.

“Being a warrior isn’t just kicking ass better than most everyone else.”

“I know.”

He kissed her forehead and released her. “Okay, let’s go get these poor rabbits somewhere safe and tucked in for the night.”

Brooke brightened at that a little and nodded. “Let’s.”


CHAPTER 8

It took nearly three hours to get everything sorted.

The rabbits here seemed a bit more traumatized than the ones liberated from the wolf work camp, which said something about the tigers. He’d initially written it off as them just being tired from being awoken so abruptly, but the more time he spent with them, the more obvious it was that this was not the case.

They were mostly quiet and listless.

He learned more about them as they worked through the night, and none of it was good. Most of them were from this town originally, and apparently the tigers had rolled in suddenly nearly the start of the whole mess, an advance force who could tell which way the winds were blowing a little quickly and had taken the opportunity to overpower and occupy the small town.

They had been brutal and cruel, and Hunter was glad they were dead. His only lament was that he hadn’t had the opportunity to take longer with them.

While the rabbits gathered their things, Brooke, Riley, and a few of the more able-bodied rabbits performed a general sweep of the area. Hunter ended up driving on ahead of them to the meteorological center and performing his own quick survey. Thankfully it was just a twenty minute drive and the terrain wasn’t too rough. There was even a paved road that led up the side of the mountain to the spot the center was built.

It was empty and had been abandoned for a while. It was also roughly intact, which gave him some hope. The place was packed with tech and there had to be a lot of stuff they could salvage and strip for use in the Warren, now that they knew just how much damage they had to repair.

He drove back and then began the long process of getting the rabbits there after loading up all the stuff they’d managed to salvage. The haul had been about what he had expected: a decent amount of more typical items like food and medicine and weaponry, but nothing spectacular.

All the while, his mind kept coming back to Yelena.

It was a little annoying how attracted to her he was.

He gave himself a break though, because there was a lot to like about her. She was overtly attractive, in a stark kind of way. He imagined she must been in phenomenal shape beneath that stealth suit of hers. She had a chill proficiency to her that was intensely appealing. But there were really two things that he knew made her especially appealing.

The first was that she was a soldier, and not just any soldier, but spec ops. She was as close to him as he’d ever found, and there was something very appealing about that.

The second thing was that he knew it would never work out between them long-term. She was clearly a warrior in the sense that it was her lived identity. She would never stick around just for him. Which made him feel bad for thinking, but he already had enough women in his apartment and his life. Not that he would turn her away if she, for some reason, did stick around.

But it was very unlikely.

He had tried to check in with her a few times during the course of events, and her responses had always been terse and short. Until finally, after about two hours, she said she had something to deal with and needed to go dark.

And that was the last he had heard from her.

Now he was almost to her location. He’d driven most of the way to the scrapyard and then ditched the truck behind an old garage and walked the rest of the way. He followed alongside a road in the darkness, prepared to duck behind any nearby trees if anyone showed up. His impatience became too much and he sent her a ping through the radio.

She finally came back.

“Lifting comms blackout. I’m finished with the mission objectives,” her seductively accented voice murmured through the headset.

“What do you mean by that?” Hunter replied.

“I mean they’re all dead. I took care of them. I’m in scrapyard now.” When he didn’t respond, she continued. “Is what you wanted, yes?”

“Yes,” he replied. “I’m coming to join you in the scrapyard.”

“Good. I’ve found some intel you might be interested in and I’m still looking over it.”

“Check. Approaching from the east now.”

“I know.”

He suppressed a vaguely annoyed sigh, but he couldn’t lie to himself that this wasn’t arousing. Apparently, confidence that bordered on arrogance was fine with him when it was coming from an attractive warrior woman.

Hunter found the scrapyard a moment later at the end of the road. The front gate, which was little more than two big slabs of metal made entirely of poorly welded-together corrugated sheet siding, was ajar. He slipped inside, pistol out, just in case. Although his heat-vision showed him absolutely no signatures.

He was going to have to ask her about that.

Signs of her passage were immediately obvious. He found two dead tigers in a cleared out space meant to serve as an entryway. Judging from their expressions and the way they had fallen, it was clear they didn’t even realize they were being killed. He kept walking, for a moment hunting around for her trail and finally getting an idea of it and following.

Hunter had gotten very good at eliminating targets quickly and quietly. Despite his hulking frame, he was good at infiltration. But it was clear to him that where he was an expert, Yelena was a grandmaster.

It did make him reconsider showing her the Warren. Although everything he had heard about the deer so far seemed to indicate that while they were secretive, they weren’t especially brutal or unnecessarily cruel.

He found her ensconced in what could laughably be called a command center. It was little more than a few desks and some basic laptops and a few piles of paper inside of the rusted-out shell of an old RV. She sat at a desk, studying a laptop that bathed her face in a pale green glow. She had her mask off, set on the desktop beside her, and her hood down.

“You took too long,” she said.

“Apparently,” he replied. “Good work.”

“Thank you,” she murmured distractedly.

“Find anything interesting?”

“Yes. Something quite relevant to your plans, actually.”

He sighed and stepped up next to her. “What is it?”

She tapped a piece of paper with some scrawl on it. “This message just came in before I got here.”

“I can’t read tiger,” he replied.

“Hmm. Interesting. It says that they’re finally ready to move a massive army of reserves through the pass to help them fully take control of the area.”

Hunter felt his stomach go cold, but at the same time, felt a surge of elation.

“Which means we’ve got to hit the pass sooner, rather than later. When?”

“They’re going to be there in about three hours.”

“Fuck. Not a lot of time…”

“I already studied the bridge and made a note of the best way to collapse it while I was infiltrating the region. We should be able to handle it, provided you have enough explosives.”

“I brought a decent amount, but maybe it’d be prudent to search this place for more.”

She pointed to her left. “Across the way there is what appears to be an armory. Should be there.”

“Thanks,” he said, looking out one empty window onto a shipping container that was clearly serving as a room.

He left her to her studies and walked across the relatively clear space. A dead tiger lay half in, half out of the container, a neat hole in the back of his skull. Stepping over the corpse, Hunter took a look around the room.

It certainly left a lot to be desired. There were a few metal tables and crates set up in a haphazard style, most of them having orange cases placed on them. Cracking one of the cases open, he found a padded interior with half a dozen grenades. Well, at least they were packing. He cracked open the rest of the cases, finding mostly guns but at last being rewarded after finding one case tucked away behind a few crates.

This one had explosives. They looked to be shaped charges, about ten pounds of the stuff, and it came complete with tags and a remote detonator. After studying them for a moment, he returned with the case and found Yelena pulling something from one of the laptops. He also saw that all the papers were now missing.

“You collecting data?”

“Yes,” she replied succinctly. “I’ve pulled everything from their computers and I have all their papers. I can study it later, when there’s time. You find explosives?”

“Yes, I did. Altogether we’ve got about twenty pounds of shaped charges.”

“Should be enough to destroy bridge. We should move now. A vehicle will get us about half of the way there, but if it’s anything like how it was when I came in, will be too hot.”

“Sounds good to me. Let’s go.”

…

Yelena seemed content to let the silence play out, but Hunter wasn’t.

They took one of the vehicles parked by the scrapyard, as while they had clearly been appropriated from the locals, the tigers had painted stripes down the sides. No doubt to indicate at a glance who they belonged to.

Now they were making their way towards the bridge. It got hillier as they approached the mountain pass.

“So, Yelena…”

“Yes?”

“Do you really believe me? About where I’m from?”

“I do, if only because there are no alternatives that sufficiently answer the mysteries my scans have shown me. You show too much internal reworking and have too many genetic anomalies.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’ve been following you for two days. I found samples. Hair, sweat, blood, skin...reproductive material. I found...a lot of that at the farmhouse.”

He chuckled awkwardly. “Uh, yeah. That was...an eventful night.”

“So clearly you have no problem mating with us over here, and I’m guessing the pregnancy I noticed in the strong one, Brooke, are yours?”

“Correct on both accounts.”

“Interesting. Why?”

“I’ll answer your question if you answer mine.”

“I may be able to.”

“Why did you get into this business?”

She didn’t respond immediately and he waited. He wasn’t sure if it was a contemplative silence or a buttoning up silence.

“That is a difficult question to answer,” she admitted finally. “Although, perhaps not. Perhaps I am just lying to myself. Despite what people outside our country think, and are told, our nation is not a utopia. We still have impoverished. Sure, the technology makes everything easier, and if you live in one of the big cities, then yes, that is much closer to a utopia. But they don’t want to admit the truth.”

“The truth being…?”

“That the cities only survive because of the satellite townships. Our country is rich in mineral resources, and while we have better and better machinery to scrape it out of the ground and refine it to make the complex technology that gives us our edge, the ugly truth is that there must always be people to do the ugly work. It’s difficult, backbreaking, dangerous. And even though our technology has gotten better, that has only caused us to expand our reach, instead of being satisfied with what we have. So the demand is omnipresent.”

“Sounds familiar,” he muttered.

“I grew up in one such township. Born to an uncaring mother and an absent father. I joined the military because it was the fastest, and most certain, way out.”

“Why did you become spec ops?”

“I...was good at being a soldier. And I always wanted to be better, to achieve more. This is where that path has taken me.”

“How do you feel about that?”

She paused, very briefly. “Fine.”

That was a lie, he knew that much, but he was willing to let it be for the moment. Instead, he took a different course. “What’s deer society really like?”

She gave him a sidelong glance. “Most would tell you ‘enlightened’. And I suppose that isn’t completely untrue. We aren’t doing this,” she muttered, gesturing at the world around them. “I would say that deer society is very...motivated. We have a culture of exceptionalism, and nationalism.”

“Hmm.”

“This displeases you.”

“It does. Greatly.”

“Why?”

“Anyone who says they’re great because of an accident of genetics or geography is well on their way to being a bad person, if they aren’t already there. It’s actually what led to all this,” he grunted, nodding his head ahead of them at a burned out vehicle, still smoking a little.

“You are not wrong,” she murmured. “Unfortunately, that is how our government operates. There’s a lot of control, a lot of laws, a lot of rules. Cameras everywhere. There was pushback for a long time, but in the past couple of years, as the world has continued to slowly fracture, and now is tearing itself apart, suddenly everyone’s happy with the control and the oversight.”

“That’s how it works. Get people so scared they’ll trade freedom for security,” he muttered. “That’s why false flags exist.”

“I do not know this term.”

“When the government causes a catastrophe or kills their own people so they can lie and say it was someone else and use it as an excuse to beef up security or implement some kind of new law.”

“Ah, yes. This. Forbidden to speak of in my country. Many conspiracy theorists whisper in dark shadows about such things.”

“Well?” he asked.

“Well, what?”

“Does your government actually do it? I mean, you’ve got to have access to some highly classified shit.”

“I do, and it would be stupid to share anything with you.”

“Why? I’m never going to see your country, I don’t even know where it is but I imagine it’s pretty far from here.”

“About three thousand miles north.”

“Exactly. So? Come on, spec ops soldier to spec ops solider.”

She was silent for another long moment. “I do know of one.”

“I’d love to hear it.”

“Why?”

“It’s a cover up. Those are always interesting.”

“I suppose. There was a ‘terrorist attack’ about four decades ago. An important building was bombed, close to a hundred people were killed, three times that many injured. I know for a fact it was a government-planted bomb. And it worked exactly as they intended. Within the month, a new bill was passed that the people had been pushing back against for a long time. Within a year, there were cameras on every street corner.”

“Well, that’s depressing.”

“Yes, it is.”

“How do you stomach it?”

“By understanding that most of the alternatives are worse, in terms of realistic alternatives. And, as far as I can tell, they haven’t done it again since. And before you ask, no, I’ve never done anything similar and I would not.”

“What would you do?”

“Escape. And kill the person who gave the order.”

“Where would you escape to?”

“I think we have talked enough.”

“Fair.”

The silence returned and they drove on.


CHAPTER 9

It was getting pretty crowded.

After ditching the truck half a mile from the entrance to the pass, they snuck through the darkness until they came to a side cave that Yelena had discovered during her initial trek through the area. It would take them very close to the bridge.

Unfortunately, it would also let out right in the middle of tiger HQ.

Yelena would be able to sneak through without a problem, but for him? Not so much. They had discussed how they were going to handle this, as there were two primary jobs. Bombing the bridge and bombing the pass, both to be done at the same time. Destroying the bridge would deny them any measure of easy access, as the tigers did not have much of an air force. Destroying the pass on this side would bury the current camp in rubble, killing hopefully all the tigers here, and make it even more difficult to get through into rabbit territory.

Given she was more limber and also wearing a stealth suit, Yelena opted to plant the bombs on the pass, as it would require climbing up to place the bombs in the right location for the landslide. Which meant Hunter had to get to the bridge and then find his way down.

Presently, Hunter was making his way along the shadowed wall of the pass. It was packed with tents, vehicles, makeshift structures, and piles of crates. And people. His heat-vision showed him hundreds of tigers sleeping right now, and dozens more still awake and moving around. Eating, guarding, performing weapons maintenance, and, in a few cases, fighting.

It was making his job easy, at least.

But they were cutting it close, he could tell that.

As he crept along the shadows, careful not to make a sound, he could hear the approaching army. Mostly in the form of vehicles. They were close now, maybe a quarter mile shy of the bridge. They had agreed to wait until the army had gotten across the bridge enough that they filled up the pass. According to the data she’d found, there should be enough people and vehicles in the approaching column to more than fill up the pass and the bridge, with some leftover.

Hunter froze as one of the shapes in the nearby tent shifted suddenly, sat up, and then got to its feet. He watched, his pistol in hand, as a tiger stepped out of the rear of the tent and looked around for a moment. Presently he was mostly hidden by some crates, but this could go wrong.

The tiger began to head away, maybe to grab a meal or take a leak, but hesitated as he sniffed. He looked around, sniffed again.

Great.

Hunter was now concealed entirely by the crates but he could see the tiger’s heat signature through them. Yeah, he’d definitely caught wind of something. He was coming closer now. Hunter waited to see which way he would go and once he began coming around the left side, committed to that position. Hunter waited, tensing.

The tiger appeared and he struck.

He shot the bastard in the forehead and then grabbed him, to keep him from falling. Dragging his body behind the crate, Hunter left him out of sight and resumed his journey. This time he began moving a little faster.

They’d smell the blood, probably. Maybe not. There were a hell of a lot of smells around.

He was almost to the bridge, anyway.

As he kept going, Hunter found himself bothered. He’d more or less written the tigers off in terms of military capability, and while it still seemed pretty haphazard, they were clearly more capable of a strategic strike and a longer military campaign.

This was going to be a problem in the future, if the tigers ever decided to seriously commit to attacking rabbit lands again.

He was praying that by then he would have found all the refugees in the region and gotten them safely buttoned up in the Warren, but it was definitely going to be an issue.

Hunter had to freeze up three more times, but finally he made it to the bridge. Now came the hard part. It took a little scouting, but he found a small maintenance stairwell lashed to the side of the huge, metal bridge that spanned the chasm between the mountains. It looked old, but fairly well-built. He wondered who had made it, and figured it was almost certainly the rabbits.

Not that it was going to matter soon.

As Hunter descended the stairwell and came to the area under the bridge, he could hear the steady thrumming of a few dozen engines. They were basically at the bridge now. If nothing went wrong for them, he’d guess he had about twenty minutes before their optimal detonating time arrived. Not exactly a lot of time to get the job done and get out, but he thought he could manage it.

Reaching the first spot, Hunter took a moment to study the bridge from beneath. It wasn’t in as good condition, but it should hold. A section of what ultimately amounted to metal scaffolding clung to the underside, offering access to the entire section of the bridge in the form of two walkways that spanned its length.

He worked fast, extracting the explosive he’d already molded into a rough rectangle and stuck the tag in. Securing it to one of the critical points in the infrastructure, he moved on to the next one. It was quick work, at least, but by the time he finished setting the second bomb, the bridge was rattling hard. The fore of the army had to be about halfway across it now.

Picking up the pace, Hunter hurried along one of the walkways. His mind was already twisting into new shapes as he worked. Yelena potentially might be a huge wrench thrown into this. He wasn’t sure if he could actually trust her, and if they didn’t have the Trinket problem, he probably would be content to go their separate ways.

But the Trinkets were beyond his understanding, and, he was afraid, beyond his ability to actually deal with. Mostly because it was tech and he had never been great with technology. He could hunt Trinkets all day and all night, but he knew they weren’t to be underestimated. Besides the untold damage they could do, and probably already had, he knew they were the real threat to him.

They were too fast, and too unpredictable.

On a long enough timeline, one of them was going to get him.

Hunter planted the fourth bomb, now halfway down the length of the bridge. By his estimate, they were over the bridge now and starting to fill up the pass.

“I’m finished, where are you?” Yelena whispered, her voice ghostly over their comms.

“Halfway there,” he replied, hurrying up along the walkway.

She sighed. “I thought you were supersoldier.”

“I am a fucking supersoldier,” he growled, “but my specialty lies more in killing and fighting than sneaking around-”

Hunter barely managed to bite off a shout of shock as the walkway abruptly gave out beneath him. The section he was on simply dropped out as he put all his weight onto it. He flailed, sheer panic hitting him as he began to plummet God knew how far down into the darkness below.

“Hunter?”

His hand managed to grab onto a piece of metal sticking out from the frame and he grunted as he was yanked painfully to a halt. There he dangled single-handedly over the abyss, the bridge now rattling steadily, as though trying to throw him off.

“Hunter? What’s happening?”

“Hold on,” he grunted, and hauled himself back up. It was a pain in the ass, but he managed to get back onto the walkway. He gave himself five seconds to catch his breath before pressing on. “Almost fell, fine now. Four bombs planted. Keep this channel clear unless there’s an emergency.”

“Understood. Go as fast as you can, they’re filling the place up.”

“Check.”

The next seven minutes were probably some of the longest he’d endured since coming to this new world, but he finally managed to do the job and get back. He planted the last of the two bombs and then, just to be sure, left a few more charges on the walkway in the center. He really needed this whole plan to work, or they were in a lot of trouble.

Hauling himself back up, Hunter saw that getting back stealthily was going to be nearly impossible. Most of the tigers had awoken and now some five hundred of them were wandering around everywhere. He crouched in the shadow of the bridge now. The way he had taken was now pretty lit up and had tigers standing around.

“Yelena, where are you?” he asked.

“Back in the cave,” she replied. “What’s going on?”

“I’m finished, but there’s no way I’m getting out of here unseen. Be prepared to hit your detonator as soon as I join you.”

A pause. He imagined she was running through alternative scenarios. “...understood.”

And apparently finding none.

That did make him feel better about this next part, at least. Hunter hated running from fights, but it wasn’t like it wasn’t the tactical choice.

Okay, time to do this.

Hunter took a few quick breaths, then kicked his secret weapon awake.

Everything seemed to slow down. The world snapped into a much sharper focus and clarity. His senses unfolded. He could hear everything, smell everything. He still wasn’t entirely used to that abrupt burst of sensory input.

Hunter shot off, sprinting forward as fast as he could.

The tigers closest to him immediately reacted, but it was like they were moving underwater. He elbowed the first in passing, breaking his nose in a spray of hot blood. Then he dodged around a small group clustered together, clambered up and over a stack of crates. Then he was weaving, left, right, left again, ducking down, avoiding every tiger and obstacle he saw.

A general alarm was being raised already and he heard shouting as he saw more lights suddenly snap on and flash his way.

And then, abruptly, he was there.

Hunter almost missed the cave but remembered it at the last second and almost ran right into Yelena as he sprinted inside. She joined him in running and hit the detonator. Hunter had his out in a flash and hit it the same moment he dropped out of his heightened state.

The entire cave shook. The world seemed to shake with the power of the bombs as they went off and the bridge started to collapse as the pass began to become engulfed by a rockslide.

“What was that?” she demanded as he caught his breath. “How did you-”

She cut off as a crack suddenly appeared in the wall beside them and a big piece of stone fell from the tunnel’s ceiling.

“Aw fuck,” Hunter growled, and snapped back into his heightened state.

He scooped Yelena up in his arms and began sprinting, ignoring her complaints as he found himself dodging falling rocks. The cave was coming down with the pass and the bridge. This was something they’d discussed but Yelena seemed to think it should hold up.

Apparently, she was wrong.

Hunter could feel his body beginning to strain as he kept running. He knew he couldn’t keep this up for that much longer and still be in a proper state to continue tackling these issues. But they were almost there. Almost…

He could see the exit at the end of the tunnel they were in.

He could also see the ceiling caving in just ahead of them. At the last second, he dove forward, all but throwing Yelena ahead of him, and actually felt some rocky debris scrap the bottom of his boot as he barely managed to get them clear of it.

Staggering to their feet, they ran the rest of the way, just in case, and at last found themselves in the mouth of the cave. Hunter dropped out of his enhanced state the moment he could and collapsed against the cave wall, panting heavily.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Later,” he grunted.

She sighed and instead sat down on the ground. “Watch my back.”

“What are you doing?”

“Seeing if we did the job right.”

He frowned as he waited for something to happen, but nothing did. She simply sat there, more like a statue than ever behind her gasmask. He realized she was subtly moving her fingers. He waited, figuring she must be using some piece of tech. A moment later, she regained her feet.

“It looks good. The pass is buried in rubble and the bridge is utterly destroyed. There’s still some of the army left on the other side, but they look to be in disarray.”

“What was that?” he asked.

“What?”

“What you did just now? How do you know?”

She didn’t say anything for a moment, instead silently regarding him from behind her gasmask. “It was a small recon drone. I can connect to it via my helmet.”

“That’s going to be useful,” he muttered.

“I only have one left now. The one I left behind while planting explosives was mostly used up and partially damaged anyway. But I have to be...careful, with them. I set it to detonate.”

“That makes sense.” Hunter took a deep breath and let it out, feeling some genuine relief. They had just solved a major part of this problem they found themselves in. “As for your question, I told you, I’m a supersoldier. I have abilities. One of them enhances my speed and strength greatly for short periods of time.”

“I see…”

“Don’t get any ideas.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, don’t think you can start taking me apart to see how I function.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

He still wasn’t sure if he believed her. “Fine, but we need to keep moving. I want to get to the final outpost and take it out before resting.”

Yelena hesitated for just a few seconds, then nodded. “Yes.”

He chuckled and then began leading her down the path that would bring them back to the ground level.


CHAPTER 10

“Tell me of them again. Describe them to me,” Yelena said. Demanded, really.

Hunter reined in his impatience as they stalked across a field through the frigid darkness. They had made it away from the collapsed pass without an issue, though they’d ended up taking out a pair of squads responding to the sudden situational evolution.

Now they were making for the final outpost. It should be just over the next shallow hill ahead of them. Honestly, Hunter was ready to just lie down on the snow and pop heads with his sniper rifle until there were no more so that they could fucking start going home. He wanted to see Brooke and the others, wanted to be back in the Warren.

It felt like a cruel fate. When he was in the Warren, he wanted to be out, when he was out, he wanted to be in the Warren. But some part of him recognized that this wasn’t necessarily so bad. He enjoyed both states, just not for as long as he’d like.

He glanced at Yelena, figuring she had a point. The Trinkets did sound pretty unbelievable.

“So, they’re dead bodies. Dead rabbits, dead wolves, dead tigers. It doesn’t really seem to discriminate. They’re fitted with technology. Wires, metal plates, lightbulbs, circuitboards. All grafted directly into the flesh or inside of the body. There’s little in the way of preservation. They look like corpses.”

“Is there any sense of...consciousness? Of intelligence? Is there any chance they are still alive?”

“It seems very unlikely,” he replied uncomfortably. “I hope not. But if they are, I’ve seen no sign at all. They seem entirely machine-like.”

Yelena gave a noncommittal grunt in response. A few seconds passed. “And their weaponry? You said guns, blades. Anything else?”

“Not that I’ve seen. But their true strength is their speed and their strength. Even in my heightened state a few of them have been able to almost match me. Also...for some reason, they don’t put off heat. I have no idea how they do that, given all the tech that must be needed to run them.”

“...oh.”

“What ‘oh’?”

“We...have the capacity to mask our heat signatures.”

He sighed. “Well, that basically verifies it. Whoever is making these things is using your tech.”

“Yes…” She was silent for a bit longer. “This is very troubling. Once we finish this last objective, I want you to take me directly to this cave you spoke of.”

“I have to meet with my people first,” he replied.

She let out a short, frustrated growl. “Why? You can communicate with them over the radio. It will waste hours.”

Hunter considered it. She had a point. And she had been very patient and helpful. So far, she’d held up her end of the bargain completely.

“If nothing’s wrong, okay,” he replied.

She didn’t say anything, but he thought he could sense the slightest relaxation on her posture. They came to the base of the rise and began heading up it.

“There seem to be different types,” he said.

“How? What is different about them?”

“I only encountered combat models for a time. But then, in that cave, we found some builders. They seemed responsible for making more Trinkets.”

“What is this word?” she asked suddenly. “Trinkets?”

“It’s just what I call them. It isn’t significant. It’s personal to me.”

“Hmm. Will you tell me anyway?”

“Yes. Later.”

She seemed satisfied with that. They were approaching the top of the hill now. They ducked down and then crawled until just their heads were exposed over the crest. Hunter found himself looking down into another field that contained the outpost. It was a collection of prefabricated structures, very similar to a wolf den but a bit bigger in general. He saw a dozen buildings, the biggest one in the center with the rest organized in orbit around it.

Immediately, he felt something was off.

The place was completely dead, zero activity. And his heat-vision confirmed this. There wasn’t a single signature in sight. The place also looked like it had been hit. And hit hard.

“I think the wolves got here first,” Yelena muttered.

“Why?” Hunter replied, trying to scope the situation.

“Signs of fighting. I see blood, bullet scarring on the walls, a few bodies. A wolf corpse.”

“Hmm.” Hunter kept looking.

“You disagree?”

“I’m not sure. Something feels wrong...normally there’s survivors. I’ve never come across a battle site where the tigers and wolves wiped each other out completely.”

“Perhaps whoever won took what they wanted and left.”

“I can see guns abandoned down there,” he muttered.

“Maybe there was an emergency. Or maybe they took the guns they could carry, and this is what’s left.”

“Could be…”

“You seem intent on this.”

“I’ve honed my instincts as well as you have, Yelena. They haven’t abandoned me yet. Nearly every time I’ve gotten a feeling like something was wrong, I was correct and something was very wrong. This could be one of those times where I’m wrong, but I want to go down there and do at least a basic sweep.”

“Fine,” she said, rising smoothly to her feet.

Hunter got up as well and they began walking down the hill. He took a moment to check over his weapons as he walked, making damn sure they worked and were loaded. After some hesitation, he selected his shotgun. He was feeling more as opposed to less paranoid as he approached the outpost. And from her subtle body language, he thought Yelena was, too.

In that moment, he suddenly wanted to contact Brooke over the radio, but didn’t. They had agreed to simple half-hour check-ins in the form of burst pings, and she’d given hers ten minutes ago. He said he would call when he was finished, unless there was an emergency, and he needed to stick to that. If only to reinforce what he had told Brooke when they were last together.

As they approached the perimeter of the outpost, the smell of fresh blood and exposed organs slapped him in the face with its thick, sour aroma. He felt his heart thump in his chest as he tasted fear. Something really bad had happened here.

“Maybe you’re onto something,” Yelena muttered softly as they found their first casualty.

It was the wolf she had spied, half behind one of the buildings. Only now that they had a better view, they realized half was all there was. His legs were completely gone. His entrails lay spread out behind him and Hunter realized with a sick lurch in his stomach that the man had crawled some distance after being cut or torn in half.

The damage to the outpost was intense. There were huge dents and, in some cases, even holes punched through the metal walls of the prefabs. There was blood everywhere, splashed liberally across the buildings and staining the slush slurry that covered the ground. Whatever it was, it looked like they had fought very hard and very desperately.

There were bullet holes everywhere. Spent shell casings everywhere.

“Get ready,” Hunter whispered, adjusting his grip on his shotgun.

Yelena had an assault rifle in her grasp now. Hunter was looking around the camp, trying to determine where the Trinkets might be hiding. It must have been an attack of at least half a dozen of the things. Maybe they’d waded in while the wolf pack was attacking this outpost and just started killing everyone indiscriminately.

Only that didn’t quite feel right. His instincts were telling him that something about this conclusion was off…

The central structure abruptly shifted, as though something massive inside had just fallen over. Both of them immediately snapped their barrels towards it and took a step back. The structure shifted again, metal groaning, and it occurred to him that something inside was walking.

With a heavy thud, whatever it was inside left the building, probably through a door or hole in the wall on the opposite side. Now he could hear something in the utter silence. Whirring, grinding, beeping, wheezing.

It stepped into view, coming from around the side of the command structure.

“Oh shit,” Hunter said.

This was not like the others.

It was bigger than even the massive tiger Trinket he’d fought back in the cave. It had to be nine feet tall. It was the most heavily modified Trinket he’d seen yet. Machined metal covered half its body. He couldn’t tell what it had originally been because it had been stitched together from many different pieces. Patches of different-colored skin showed where there wasn’t metal like a quilt from hell. Wiring that spat blue-white sparks ran along the length of its long arms, of which it had four. Another pair had been grafted on beneath the first. Black blood oozed from a dozen different spots. Two sets of eyes blazed a malignant deep red.

Both Hunter and Yelena opened fire at the same time as they kept backing up.

The bullets hit it and didn’t seem to do much of anything. They bounced off the metal and punched into the pallid, stretched flesh. The beast let out a digitized squealing roar and came for them with a speed that shocked him.

Hunter dipped back into his enhancement immediately and still it was coming fast. He worked the shotgun as fast as he could, going for its malformed face, and then threw it aside the moment it was empty, because it clearly wasn’t doing much good. He blew bits of metal and shredded flesh from the thing’s large, hideous face, but that just revealed a grinning chrome skull beneath.

The Trinket took a swipe at him with one huge, metal hand. He leaped back, narrowly avoiding it, and became aware of its weaponry. Two hands were large and metal. The third ended in what looked like a crude mace, while the fourth and final terminated in a wickedly sharp blade that glinted in the moonlight.

Yelena was behind it now, continuing to fire, slapping a fresh magazine in and hosing it down. The Trinket titan ignored her and kept focused on him. It aimed its blade hand at him and only at the last millisecond did he realize what was happening. Hunter threw himself out of the way and just barely managed to avoid the blade as it shot out.

It buried itself in the wall behind him, slicing his bicep in passing. It was attached to a steel fiber cable and it snapped back into place as the titan yanked it free of the metal. Ignoring the pain, Hunter drew his pistol with its armor-piercing rounds, targeted its grinning skull face, and emptied the magazine.

Every last bullet bounced off.

“Oh fuck me,” he whispered.

Clearly, this thing had been upgraded. He dodged again after hastily reloading the pistol with his final magazine of armor-piercing rounds and narrowly avoided the blade again. An idea suddenly snapped together in his head.

“Fall back!” he snapped as he sprinted away, needing to buy himself just a few seconds.

Yelena gave an affirmative and he disappeared behind one of the structures. Going into his pocket, Hunter pulled out what he had left of the shaped charges. It was just big enough to hold a tag and he hastily jammed one into the molded explosive.

The titan came rushing around the structure in a sudden fury of movement and Hunter found himself struggling to avoid it as it came for him with all four arms. He was suddenly on the defense, dodging and ducking and weaving, feeling the rush of air as the thing very nearly caved his skull in or tore his flesh from his bones.

He caught a flash of movement up high and Yelena launched herself off the nearest structure. She landed on its shoulders, aimed a submachine gun down into its head, and opened fire. The beast reached up with one skeletal hand and made a grab for her. She leaped nimbly off and landed back on the structure, still firing as she moved.

Damn, she was slick.

“Fall back! I’ve got an idea!” Hunter snapped.

Then he was off and running again. He needed just a bit of distance and a solid metal wall for this to work. He felt another whoosh of frigid air and smelled the awful reek of machine decay as one of the hands made a grab for him, then he was back into the camp proper. He put himself up against the central structure and waited for it to come to him.

He didn’t have to wait long.

His rifle in hand now, he fired it single-handedly, provoking the beast. It let out another digitized scream and launched the blade for him again. Perfect. Hunter dodged out of the way and slapped the explosive onto the blade the moment it became embedded in the wall. Then he was off and running. As soon as he heard it retract and lock back into place, he hit the detonator.

A wall of heat and solid physical force picked him up and threw him a good dozen feet. He sailed through the air until he slammed into another metal wall. He groaned as he hit the ground, but didn’t let himself linger, staggering to his feet and looking back as he caught his breath. He laughed, or tried to, the sound coming out as little more than a pained wheeze, as he saw the results of his attack.

One of its arms was blown off, a big chunk of metal and flesh had been blown away, and its other arm on that side was hanging limp and useless, spitting sparks and oil.

“Hunter!” He looked up. “There’s a weakness in the back of its head, but I can’t get through!”

He snatched his secondary pistol from his holster and tossed it up to her. She caught it easily. “Armor-piercing!” he called.

She nodded tightly, checked the pistol over, then sprinted forward. The titan was recovering. It was coming for him again. Hunter let it, but knew he was in trouble if this didn’t work. And he might be in trouble regardless, because he could feel himself burning his energy reserves down. He’d been pushing himself too much recently.

The titan was coming.

He ran away, heard its thundering footsteps behind him, and knew he had to trust Yelena. His life was completely in her hands right now, because he didn’t really have a plan to stop it otherwise and his fuse was nearly spent.

Right as he could sense it nearly upon him, he heard the sound of several gunshots close at hand and then the thundering footfalls stopped. He sprinted a good distance more, then turned around just in time to see Yelena hop dexterously off the top of the immense Trinket. It had stiffened up, the light in two of its eyes having gone out.

As he watched, the remainder of the lights faded and it toppled over.

Hunter dropped out of his enhanced state. His legs gave out and he collapsed into a tumble of limbs on the cold ground.

“Hunter!” Yelena snapped. A second later, she was at his side, studying him intently. “Are you injured?”

“No,” he managed, panting. “Used my ability too much. Need a minute.”

She scrutinized him a moment more, then nodded and straightened up. She glanced back at the titan. “Rest. I must study this creature.”

He grunted and watched her go. In all the thoughts swirling around his head, one rose to the surface just then and he almost laughed. It was: Damn, she has a NICE ass. It was surprisingly full for how trimly she was built.

Fuck, he wanted to screw her.

Hunter made himself focus, doing some breathing exercises to bring himself back to reality and down from the overtaxed state he found himself in. He watched her as she worked, and kept an eye out for anything else that might show up, looking for blood. Yelena pulled out what looked like a mini-tablet and scanned the dead body for several long minutes. When she was finished, she began taking samples of it, including picking up some of the bits he’d blown off.

After about ten minutes, she returned to him. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” Hunter grunted, standing back up. His legs felt a little shaky and he knew he’d need to sleep soon, but he was okay. “Start looking for a vehicle.”

She nodded and headed back off. Hunter activated his radio. “Brooke, it’s Hunter. How are things going over there?”

“Fine,” she replied almost immediately, like she’d been waiting for him. “You sound exhausted, what’s going on?”

“Been dipping into my enhanced state too much recently,” he replied. “We ran into a big bad motherfucker, a new Trinket. Huge. We killed it, but it was very close.”

“Shit...what about the mission? Or Yelena? Is she full of shit?”

He chuckled. “No. And she can hear you right now, I imagine.”

“I don’t care. I don’t trust her.”

“She’s been great so far. A tiger army was rolling in through the pass and we managed to collapse the pass and bomb the bridge right as the army got there. Probably killed five hundred tigers altogether on this excursion, and I imagine they won’t be coming back for a long time, if at all. We’re at the final outpost now. The big Trinket had already killed everyone here. Even some wolves got caught in the crossfire.” Hunter began walking towards the command structure. “And you?”

“It’s been quiet. No activity here. People are mostly sleeping. We made sure everyone’s fed, clothed, and checked out medically. While we don’t have any emergencies, there are a few who aren’t going to be able to make the trek on foot,” she reported.

“Understood. I imagine the tigers that are left are trying to regroup for the moment. Send some scouts out and have them grab whatever vehicles you can find. Put together a convoy, enough for everyone, and then start driving back to the forest as soon as you can.”

“What are you going to do?” Brooke asked uncertainly.

“I need to hold up my end of the bargain. I’m going to take Yelena to that cave. You’ll meet us at the forest’s edge, where the paved road we took out meets. Got it?”

A pause, though not very long. “I’ve got it. I’ll keep you updated.”

“Thanks. Also, Brooke.”

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

“I love you too, Hunter.” He could hear the smile in her voice.

“Out.”

He stood in the command center now, frowning at the central console. Judging by the rather specific smears of blood and oil around some of the ports, it seemed like the titan Trinket had been in here, stealing data. He tried to boot it up, but it was dead. He wondered if it had done that on purpose, or maybe just damaged it as a natural consequence of however they ripped data. He shifted to another console and managed to fire it up, then began hunting for inventory.

Unfortunately, he didn’t get very far because he still couldn’t read tiger. He was surprised to find he recognized a few words, but it wasn’t enough.

“I’ve found a vehicle. It is functional,” Yelena murmured in his ear.

Hunter considered it for a moment, then ultimately decided against searching further. The chances of the tigers having some big, important piece of tech they could use on the Warren felt pretty low.

“On my way.”

…

“This...is less than I expected,” Yelena murmured as she studied the cavern.

“There was a lot more here,” Hunter replied unhappily, shining his light down another tunnel and finding more nothing.

They had driven straight to the cave, used the surface level entrance, and gone right down. There had been no sign of Trinket activity, but he hadn’t realized just how far that extended.

The place was empty.

It was obvious that a lot of activity had occurred at some point in the recent past, but everything had been cleared out. Every body, every piece of tech, every bit of scrap metal leftover from all their awful work and from the bomb he’d left.

“Let me check something,” he muttered, and walked down another tunnel. It still terminated in that same thick slab of metal. Besides the scrapes and scuffs in the dirt and along the walls, that door was the only thing to show anything had ever been in the cave.

“How do we get through this?” Yelena asked, startling him as she appeared beside him.

“Don’t know how to open it. We’d have to cut it.”

“Why haven’t you?”

“Well, we only recently gained a cutter sufficiently powerful enough to do so, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’ve kind of got a lot going on right now.”

“The Trinkets are clearly the most significant threat, though.”

“Obviously, but we’re kind of at a dead end with them, except for this door. Now,” he said, turning to face her, and she did the same thing immediately, no doubt instinctively, “you have helped me, and I have helped you. Meaning our deal is finished. So, we can go our separate ways, or we can make a new deal.”

“What exactly would you propose?” she asked cautiously after a long moment.

“We continue working together. You keep helping me kill wolves and tigers and Trinkets, I help you deal with your tech problem.”

Yelena was silent for another long moment, unreadable behind her gasmask. Finally, she sighed. When she spoke again, she sounded a lot more...normal. “I am tired,” she admitted. “I haven’t had an update from my people for two months now. In truth, I don’t even know if my nation still exists.”

“I feel like we would’ve heard about it if the deer nation was wiped out,” he replied.

“Would we? I would have, perhaps, but how well-informed are you here about the world outside?”

“That’s a good point.”

“The truth of the matter is that I am not to return home until my mission is complete. And although I would say that I am compelled to act alone, or at most with the other operatives in my unit...there do exist conditions under which I can accept or recruit outside help. And I would say those conditions have been met, given the extreme nature of the threat. So...I will take this deal.”

“Good. Now, there’s one issue we need to somehow settle.”

“Your Warren,” she replied.

“Yes. That.”

“How can you trust me not to give the secret of your Warren and its location?” He nodded. “The truth is...you can’t. At least, you can’t know for sure. All I can give you is my word. I would say that, theoretically, I could live somewhere else for the duration, but this seems like it would get in the way of our job too much. And, to be honest, I am very, very tired of ‘roughing it’.”

He chuckled. “I get that. I definitely get that.” He gave her a measured look, then listened to his instincts. They were telling him he could trust her, but with a spec ops soldier, it was hard to know for sure. “Would you tell your government where we are? The specifics of the Warren? How to get in and out?”

“...I don’t know,” she admitted. “Technically I am obligated to. But...the world is no longer as it was. And I have seen a lot of suffering during my travels. And I...believe I could keep your secret. I’ve kept enough of them as it is,” she muttered unhappily.

“Can you commit to that?” he asked. “Right here, right now? Commit to keeping our Warren a secret?”

Again that blank, gasmask stare. This one lasted a long time. It was dead silent in the cave.

“Yes,” she said at last. “I will commit to keeping the specifics of your people, your Warren, and what you are doing here a secret to the best of my ability. I will need to make a report on this whole thing, especially the Trinkets, but I will do my best to eliminate any references or specifics.”

“Thank you,” he replied.

“Do you believe me?”

“I do.”

“Then thank you. But I have a condition.”

“And that is?”

“I have the ability to detect my people’s technology up to a certain radius. I want your help recovering any of this technology first.”

“All right, but I have a condition for your condition.”

“And that is?”

“You let us use it to track wolf, tiger, rabbit, and Trinket movements, or use it in the war to keep ourselves safe and secure this region.”

“...I will provisionally allow this, provided you follow my rules to the letter. The first is that I will keep any tech we find locked up somewhere only I can access. The second is that you will only use the technology under my personal supervision. The third is that I will destroy the technology after it has been used. The fourth and final rule is that I will not allow you to use any technology I deem too dangerous.”

Hunter considered it, but he didn’t have to for long. “Agreed.”

“Good. Let us go. First order of business is to cut this door open.”

“Yep,” he agreed.

They began walking back towards the surface.

Things were definitely getting even more interesting.

Episode 09 will be out September 1st!

Thanks for reading, reviews and ratings are really appreciated!
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