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CHAPTER 1

It was different now, different already.

Barely two days and it was different with Chloe.

“Are you all right?” she murmured as the scanning bed hummed beneath her.

“Fine,” Hunter replied, staring at the readout screen.

There were still some symbols and characters he didn’t recognize, but it was frankly shocking just how much he did recognize. Whatever technological breakthrough allowed for this must have been very potent.

“You seem off now.”

He looked up. She was staring intently at him with little of the demure deference he’d seen from her so far. She was focused intently on him.

“Do I?”

“Yes. We are connected now, Hunter. You and I, you and Rain, you and Brooke. Soon, you and Kiara. We can read you better and you us. Are you regretting your decision to impregnate me?”

“No. I’m not. It’s definitely not that. I guess I’m still struggling with how fast this all happened. Not just that we slept together, but that we’re as far along as we are...what?”

She was making a confused face. “What does...sleeping, have to do with these concerns?”

“What? Oh.” He laughed. “Interesting. That’s one of the things we call it.”

“Sleeping together? You call breeding sleeping together?”

He laughed again, a little harder. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because my people, for the most part, have never been completely comfortable with the more physical aspects of mating and breeding. It isn’t...nice, to speak openly about all the naked, sweaty, frantic breeding you did with your wife the night before...now what’s wrong?” he asked.

A look of slow dread had come onto her face this time. “I am just now considering the broader implications of how your culture and my culture might intermingle. And how easily it might be for me to offend you horribly.”

Hunter considered that. She had a point. And that cut both ways.

“Is it common to speak of what happens during the actual breeding?” he replied.

“I wouldn’t say common, exactly, but it isn’t taboo. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“And I really appreciate that, and I don’t want to hurt you either, Chloe. Any of you. Though all of you will have slept with me soon-” She snorted and he sighed. “-mated with me soon, and I doubt we’ll get a lot of opportunities to talk with other people...although I guess probably we will. Well, put it this way: keep my dignity intact. I guess I don’t really feel great about the idea of you talking about that with other men…”

“Of course not,” Chloe replied.

“Huh. Interesting. Some things overlap but some things don’t. Why is that obvious?”

“Mating with us is your...territory. It is our territory, but it is certainly yours. And we protect it. Other men are not allowed into your territory. Is it not the same way for you?”

He sighed after thinking about it. “It’s complicated but for me personally? Yeah, it’s that way. It’s just that that isn’t exactly an entirely acceptable opinion where I come from. It’s…” he sighed again, “it’s complicated. I think things are more unified here. Something that makes sense to one rabbit tends to make sense to all rabbits, right?”

“Yes, that is accurate.”

“Well, it is not like that for my people. It can be difficult for us to agree on things, and from what I remember, there tended to be a sense of living your life according to the manner in which you wanted to. And that resulted in a lot of different opinions as we went too far in that direction, and no one could agree on fucking anything...huh, it’s weird what I remember. I’m starting to wonder if I even should go looking for my memories.”

“Truly?” Chloe asked, her surprise plain.

“If you lost most of your memories, but those that were left made you suspect that you had in fact lived a brutal, hard, painful life, and you had gotten sent to a completely different plane of existence, wouldn’t you be tempted to just say ‘fuck it’ and start a new life free of all that old pain?”

“...yes,” Chloe said. She reached suddenly and took his hand, squeezed it tightly. “I’m sorry you have so much old pain.”

“So am I. Honestly, though, because of you and Brooke and Rain and Kiara, it’s better. I love this.”

“I cannot imagine the horror you endured if this is a paradise to you,” Chloe whispered.

“Well, I don’t think it’s quite like that. It’s more than I don’t really get the sense that I had anyone waiting for me back home. No family, probably no friends to speak of, certainly no children. Just more fighting, more killing, more blood. But now I have you. I have the others. Now I’m fighting and killing and bleeding for something, and before I think I didn’t know why I was bothering.”

“Your home dimension still sounds horrific, if you became this proficient at killing and survival without knowing why you were doing it.”

“Yeah…” He looked back down. “This thing is taking forever.”

“I believe now that this place was not built by a rabbit family. It was probably a wolf family, but I don’t know for sure. Consequently, the medical technology was calibrated for someone besides a rabbit.”

“That makes sense. The suspense is just kind of killing me, I want to know if you’re pregnant or not.”

“Oh, I am pregnant,” she said.

“What?!” He looked back down at the screen, then sighed in frustration. It was riddled with alphanumerics and graphs and charts that meant little to him, even though he could read it. “I can’t even tell.”

“That is fair. Yes, if I wasn’t pregnant, it would have stopped by now.”

“So then what’s it doing?”

“Determining facts and data about the child, or children.”

“Children? Oh, yeah, I guess there is the outside chance of twins?”

“I’m not sure I caught all that but I think I know the gist...the chances of having two, three, or even four children as a result of our coupling is actually quite high.” He stared at her. “Perhaps I should have mentioned this.”

“Oh really? Perhaps you should have mentioned that bunny girls can have quadruplets as easily as they can single children and I am having unprotected sex with FOUR of them?” he replied, a little incredulously. “Is there anything else I should know?”

“Well...how long does it take before the women in your world are ready to give birth?”

“Nine months.”

“Oh.” She paused. “Oh dear.”

He groaned. “How long does it take for you?”

“Well, the thing is, it depends. But no more than three months. And,” she added quickly, in much the manner of someone ripping off a band-aid, “for me and the others, it will probably be between one and two months. Possibly a little less than one month.”

“How? How can you possibly form an entire person–let alone more than one–in one month?!” he cried.

“Our biology must be different. Our bodies are practically programmed to form new life, quickly and efficiently, because so many of us died for most of our history. Only those who could produce lots of offspring, quickly and healthily, were prized. Those who could not were often not chosen, so they did not reproduce, and thus took themselves out of the gene pool.”

“I’m familiar with evolution,” he said, then paused, blinked. “Apparently familiar enough that I got all that from you. But I get it. It’s just...why you specifically?”

“What sets myself and the others apart is that we have, all for varying reasons, not bred yet. The body will try to compensate, as it kind of ‘knows’ that we haven’t ever reproduced before. And so it will sort of ‘rush the job’. I mean, safely, but I guess you could say that our bodies are extra motivated to reproduce...are you reconsidering your position now?”

“No, Chloe,” he said, and here he looked directly at her and squeezed her hand, gently but enough that she would feel it and know it to be more than a simple gesture, “I am here. I have chosen. I’m not going to leave you because it’s harder than I thought it was. I’m not going to leave if it’s to save my own ass in a firefight. I’m not going to leave, Chloe. There are only two conditions under which I can see myself leaving.”

“What are they?” she whispered, focused intently on him.

“The first is if any of you betray me. Although even then, I’m not willing to walk away from all of you just because one of you betrayed me. But I feel like I don’t really have to worry about that.”

“You don’t. You really don’t. Besides the fact that it would be insanely stupid to betray you in any real fashion, we do all like you. A lot. A great deal.”

“And I like you all, too. The second condition would be if it meant my leaving kept you safe. I would leave if it meant you and our offspring would be safe.”

“Our offspring,” she murmured.

Hunter felt a shift, both in her gaze and inside of himself. Felt that cognitive dissonance. This was happening so fast, but he must be used to that.

Did it matter?

That thought came to him abruptly. He was still struggling with this, clearly. But all of that seemed to get pushed aside and instead he felt something...not coming to him, but being offered. Or more being seen, by him. A feeling, a way of feeling, about this.

He remembered striking out for the first time, with Brooke when they were going to the quarry, and the feeling that settled over him. The sense that all that really mattered right now was this objective. It was like putting on blinders. It was a way to if not discard then at least subdue things like doubt, fear, anxiety, and uncertainty.

He could tell it was a crafted thing, this...emotional cloak, something he’d learned about, built, and reinforced over a career of attacking and defending in the most primal way.

And that cloak was very appealing.

So why not? Why not just live his life like that?

Hunter had the impression that it was a thing he had been yearning to do for a long time, but for some reason probably better forgotten, he couldn’t or wouldn’t. But now? Now he could.

And, he decided, now he would.

“Our offspring,” he said. “I honestly am not sure what I know and what I don’t know, and what I don’t know that I don’t know, but I am at least sure about something: I am committed to you. To Brooke. To Rain. To Kiara. To getting us all to the Warren. To protecting and breeding you. And to protecting our offspring.”

“Kits,” she murmured. “They would be called kits.”

“Our kits,” he said, and she exhaled intensely. She actually shuddered.

“Hunter.” She paused, swallowed, cleared her throat. “I don’t have the words to tell you how significant that is. How much it means to me. How much it will mean to all of us. It has been...a trying life, for all of us, each in different ways. But this? A mate, kind and strong, and a family? That is what we all want more than anything. And you are giving it to us.”

He wasn’t sure what to say to that, but luckily the universe decided to save him. The screen chimed. He looked down. Read the results.

“...we’re having triplets.”


CHAPTER 2

“Are you all right?” Chloe murmured, smiling broadly.

“Yes,” Hunter replied, looking slowly from her to the screen. He shook his head. “All right, I need to just focus. This is going to be distracting. So, I’m happy that you’re pregnant, but I’m going to be avoiding talking about it until we’re actually at the Warren and safe, because I’ll get distracted if I talk about it.”

“This is actually a perfect decision.” She sat up and swung her feet smartly over the side of the bed, then hopped up and smoothed her shirt. “Because we unfortunately don’t have time to scan everyone. Even this scan was actually pretty fast...mmm, maybe I’m being selfish.” She sighed. “I’m definitely being selfish by doing this. I just-I had to know!”

“I get it. Let’s just agree not to talk about it until later and stay focused and get out of here because I really would like to get going,” Hunter replied.

“Right,” she said, walking to the machine and dropping into a crouch beside it.

She popped open a panel and extracted something. The screen died. She noticed his gaze when she straightened up and showed him what he took to be a power cell. It was small, metal, and cylindrical, and there was even a small screen on it that showed about a half-full bar.

“This will be useful. It’s the thing I managed to grab in all the chaos,” Chloe said. She sighed. “I kept telling myself to make some kind of plan, some preparation, but I never really got around to it. Maybe I didn’t really want to believe it was going to happen, or that it would take longer to get this bad…”

“It’s not an unreasonable oversight,” Hunter replied. “Let’s do one more sweep, then hit the road.”

She nodded and they got to work.

Their sweep turned up nothing, which was a double-edged sword, and when they left the infirmary, they found all three women waiting for them, again looking varying levels of annoyed. Although Hunter quickly realized they were all focusing on Chloe instead of both of them.

He glanced at her. She was blushing as badly as he had ever seen her.

“I got swept up in the moment!” she snapped when finally the silent tension became too much to bear.

“Fine, but I go next,” Kiara said. “Tonight. I’m with Hunter: we need to leave and flee to the Warren now.”

“You sure you’ve gotten everything?” he asked.

“Yes,” Kiara replied, and Brooke and Rain nodded.

“Then let’s get moving.”

He led them outside and secured the area, then headed back inside and did one more sweep. He wanted to be very sure, because they probably weren’t coming back here. Again, he was glad to find that they in fact had not missed anything, and with that, they were officially underway.

“This is how we’re going to do this. I’m in front. No one get ahead of me. Brooke is in back, no one get behind her. We’re going to keep up a medium pace, and we’re going to keep it as consistently as we can. How are you all with hiking long distances?”

“We’re all good with it,” Chloe replied.

Something in her tone made him look back. “Why did that question confuse you?”

“I mean, it’s typical for most rabbits to be good with endurance, and that includes hiking. Going out for long walks is commonplace. It’s why the city is built where it is.”

“Ah. From what I remember, endurance is not something the average person has in my world. At least not for long walks outdoors. Good then. Except for bathroom breaks or if we really, really need to, we do not stop until midday. We’ll break for an hour to eat and rest, then keep going until nightfall, then is dinner...when is nightfall?”

“About six hours,” Brooke replied.

He sighed. “Of course. I need a fucking watch,” he muttered. “So, for today, we’ll walk until sundown, then we find a place to bunk down for the night and eat dinner. Tomorrow will more follow the previous outline. Questions so far?”

“What if we get attacked?” Rain asked immediately.

He could tell she was struggling the most, being out here, facing this reality.

“If we get attacked, all of you hide immediately. Be aware, have your pistol out, but don’t reveal yourselves unless you’re very sure you can kill the person trying to kill us. I will handle combat, but if it’s looking like it’s too much, Brooke will help. Otherwise, Brooke, I’m entrusting you with the responsibility of watching over everyone else if we get attacked.”

She growled, her ears twitching. “I can fight.”

“I know, which is why I’m asking you to do this. If I’m going to get us through this alive, I need to be able to focus my attention on one thing at a time as much as possible. Meaning, if we get attacked, I have to be able to focus on eliminating the hostiles. I can’t do that unless I know you all are safe. And you will keep everyone safe, Brooke, because you can fight.”

He hoped. They hadn’t had a real encounter where she’d stepped up yet. Not that he doubted her, but her abilities did seem to be of nebulous quality. Was she kinda good or barely clearing the bar? They’d find out.

“I understand,” she said, and he was glad to see that she didn’t have to make herself say it. She seemed to see the logic of his argument.

“Excellent. Next thing: conversation. Keep it quiet. Ideally we want to talk as little as possible, but I recognize that you aren’t soldiers and you’re in an extremely traumatic situation and talking will help make this whole miserable ordeal go by faster. So, talk amongst yourselves, but quietly. We want to make as little sound as realistically possible...you all still with me so far?”

They were paying attention, but Chloe looked a little distracted and Rain’s eyes had begun to glaze a little. He knew this was going to be very trying for her.

“Yes,” Kiara said, and the others nodded.

“Good. This next part is very important and I need you all to memorize a few things. You see this?” He raised one big fist to about head height. They nodded again. “If you see me do this, it means freeze and shut up immediately. It means danger might be near. We had to learn a lot of hand signs because we needed to be able to communicate without talking. Now, if I point like this,” he extended one finger, “it means I want you to look at something.

“If I point like this, however,” he aimed his hand with all fingers and thumb extended, “it means I want you to go in that direction. Finally, if I do this,” he made his hand flat and, palm down, lowered it a few times in rapid succession, “it means hide. Immediately...you got that?”

He had them repeat it back to him and felt more or less satisfied that they got it. The problem was, would they remember it in the moment?

Knowledge had a way of emptying out of your head when someone started pulling a trigger.

“One other thing: we’re going to stop if we see what looks like supplies. So, abandoned vehicles, buildings that look empty, a glint of something on the ground, dead bodies. That’s probably where we’re going to get most of our gear. You see something that looks like it might be supplies, pass the word up the line to me. We’ll check it. We need gear. Any other questions?”

“Did we actually decide on what we’re doing if we run into other people?” Rain asked. “Sorry if we covered that, my brain is just...not doing well.”

“It’s all right, Rain. We decided that we’d take it on a case-by-case basis, and we’re not against taking people with us. Within reason. Ultimately, I will have to weigh the safety of the group against taking new people with us. That increases resources, our chances of being found and killed, our chances of being betrayed...you look like you’re struggling.”

They all did, he realized.

“You aren’t wrong,” Kiara replied slowly after they all looked at each other awkwardly. “It’s more just...we value the group. And, in short, bigger group is better group. It’s what our instincts tell us. Up to a point. It may be difficult to leave someone in need behind…”

Hunter thought about her words, and realized suddenly that perhaps he should reconsider his operational parameters. The goal was to get them to the Warren, but didn’t he have a moral responsibility to save those he could?

Well, their case-by-case decision would still cover it, he supposed. He’d probably just end up deciding to take people with them more often than not.

Maybe. He didn’t know how bad it was out there. It was quiet now, (he was more or less convinced that one guy had just been a lone asshole), but that could change instantly.

“I’ll do what I can, but my priority is you four,” he said.

Hunter was struck for a moment, struck strongly, by the absurdity of his situation. All four of the beautiful bunny girls were staring at him intently. Even for Kiara, he could tell they were really into him. And oh man was he into them.

How was he taking this all so well?

He supposed it came from a lifetime of hopping all over the world, battling in a burning desert one day, then climbing a frozen mountain to recover the crew of a downed chopper the next. He was used to madness, he was used to emotional whiplash.

Hell, he probably liked it.

Hunter had the idea he was going to be wrestling with this off and on for a bit longer, but it didn’t worry him. Something inside told him that it was going to be all right. Provided none of them died, he thought he could settle very nicely into this new world.

“Let’s move out,” he said at last.

And they moved out.


CHAPTER 3

The journey to the Warren started out pleasantly enough.

Although the day was just a little chilly, they heard no gunshots, save for occasional, very distant ones. No explosions. No screaming.

Everyone was quiet as they marched in a line across a slightly hilly landscape, making for the distant treeline. Although he obviously couldn’t know what was coming, Hunter did know that he hated this part.

They were too exposed.

Way too exposed.

All it would take was one sniper.

One chopper to come swooping in.

One jet to crash…

But that was always true. Certainly, the trees would add protection, but not that much.

Hunter’s head was on a swivel as he led them across the field, and his mind was multitasking. Evidently, he was good at it. Or, at least, he sure hoped he was. He supposed he wouldn’t know one way or the other until the acid test.

Honestly, after that stint at the quarry, he wasn’t particularly worried about whether or not he could hack it here.

No, what he was more thinking of was everything he didn’t know. Less about his old life (although he knew it would bug him for the rest of his life in some fashion or another, if he didn’t get his memories back) and more about what he didn’t know of this new world.

How long before he saw something he thought he recognized, but was in fact something completely different?

And how long before ‘completely different’ meant lethal?

Based on everything he’d seen so far, Hunter thought that the chances of accidentally trying to eat a grenade were pretty low.

But it wasn’t impossible.

And he hadn’t gotten this far by being careless.

Hunter felt himself relax a fraction as they hit the treeline and moved into the forest. He led them about a dozen steps beyond the treeline and then raised his fist. He heard them snap to a halt behind him. Nice. Very nice.

He waited. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, held the breath, then let it out slowly. He scented the forest, tasted it, took it in to see what it had to tell him. He smelled things, some familiar, some not, most pleasant. He heard things of the same medley.

He felt things.

He felt like...he was coming home. Like the forest was his domain. He remembered, suddenly, a vision of a simple log cabin against a moonlit sky, smoke puffing out of a simple stone chimney, a hint of firelight flickering in the windows, and wanting that.

Wanting it badly.

He had been surrounded by trees. Was it a memory or a fantasy?

Perhaps it was a memory that had led to a fantasy. Yes...that felt right.

Hunter let his fist drop and kept walking. The others hurried to keep up. He didn’t hear or smell or see anything dangerous, for now.

As they walked, he heard Kiara clear her throat softly. “Hunter.”

“Yeah?”

“There is one other thing we need to consider that we completely forgot.”

Now he stopped, holding up his fist. He let it drop and turned to look at her, afraid that he’d overlooked some massive, crucial, deadly thing. “Tell me.”

“You,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Oh,” Chloe murmured.

“How do we explain you to other people? I mean, you look enough like us that people won’t freak out, but they will notice. Your ears, for one. Your lack of a tail, wings, horns, whiskers, claws.”

“Oh.” He turned around and kept walking, motioning for them to follow. “That. Well...why don’t we just settle on a good lie? How implausible is it to say that I was part of a military experiment trying to create a super soldier, independent of any single race?”

“That...is actually very good,” Kiara murmured.

“Yeah, did you just come up with that here and now?” Brooke asked.

“Yeah, I did. Huh. Would people buy it?”

“I think skepticism would be a typical reaction, some level of it, anyway, but once they saw you in action, I think that skepticism would die a quick death,” she replied.

Man did he love that Brooke liked his prowess as a warrior.

“Okay then, that’s what we’ll do. That’s what we tell people. I mean, I think the red eyes are going to help sell it, too.”

“And the massive size. And the subtly...alien look your face has,” Chloe murmured. “Oh, I’m so sorry, that was very rude.”

“No, you’re right,” he replied. “I do look kinda different from you all, in some specific way, not just a ‘people look different from each other’ way. I’m so glad that this fact didn’t trigger a bad reaction.”

“We’re going to have to fight off other rabbit females,” Rain said suddenly.

“All other females,” Brooke said.

“Oh, yeah, that’s a good point.”

“Well…” Kiara said.

They all waited. She said nothing. When he flicked a glance back at her, he saw that she was beet red. “What?” he prodded.

“Just...do we have to fight them all off?”

“I meant for his hand, not his cock,” Brooke replied, rolling her eyes. “Do you really think we can keep them from him? Or him from them?”

“You could,” Hunter replied. “I’m serious,” he added as Brooke gave her head a little shake. “If you all asked me to keep my cock exclusive to the four of you, I would absolutely do it.”

“But why?” Rain asked. “That doesn’t make any sense?”

“Loyalty doesn’t make sense?”

“Of course it does,” she said, and now she rolled her eyes. Fuck, these four were turning out to be so goddamned sassy. “But it doesn’t make sense for you to be loyal in that way. It does for us. We will remain loyal to you because you have planted your seed in us and claimed us. We are yours. Willingly. Happily. But it’s good for the species for you to spread that superior seed around.”

“Okay, we have no idea if it’s ‘superior’,” he replied uncomfortably.

“No, it is,” Chloe replied. “I looked over your DNA, your genetic map, Hunter. You are nearly a flawless specimen. I saw little in the way of genetic markers for things like disease, long-term illness, organ failure, dementia, any of it, really. You are an excellent specimen, scientifically speaking.”

“Oh, wow.”

“I swear I told you this earlier.”

“You very well could have. My brain is admittedly rather rattled between the whole interdimensional hop thing and the societal collapse thing and the fucking best pussy of my life being served up constantly thing.”

He heard all of them react to that in some positive way, even Kiara. God did he want inside of her sweet vagina. She was hot in a way the others weren’t.

Well, that was true of them all, but with her it was...competence. Leadership competence.

Chloe was smart, but clearly was a bit lacking when it came to the social contract. It was hard for her to read the room sometimes, he thought.

Rain struck him as a simple woman with a heart of gold. He would never call her stupid, but he could easily envision her happily living a simpler life of motherhood, which was simple only because it came so easily to her. He imagined nothing about raising kits bothered Rain, and she would put up with it with an easy smile.

She would have hobbies and interests that she would engage with, but raising her family would always be at the core of her heart, and she would never stop being happy about that.

She was going to be an amazing mother.

Thoughts of breeding her immediately filled his mind’s eye and he had to regain his focus. Fuck, she was probably already pregnant…

And she might be pregnant with three or four or more kits!

That would come in less than three months!

The pressure was absolutely on.

And then there was Brooke…

Perhaps Brooke was why he was finding himself interested in Kiara. To an outsider, Brooke would seem the obvious leader of the group, clearly the toughest. But based on everything he knew so far, Kiara was in fact the toughest. She could make the hardest calls, she seemed to keep her head when everyone else was losing theirs.

Both figuratively and literally.

Brooke was the muscle for sure, (well, not anymore), but Kiara was definitely the brains. And he could tell she was that rare kind of leader who had steel but not ice. Steel and ice could get a lot done, but only because it came at the cost of humanity, of dignity and health and safety. And in the end, it was never worth it, because of who and what it created.

No, Kiara could make the hard calls while retaining her...humanity? Could he call it that? He knew the concept but supposed the word would have to do, at least inside his own head.

She would not ask anything of them she would not be willing to do herself, which was important if she was the one with her hand on the steering wheel.

And the same was true for him.

Hunter decided to get out of his own head for a bit and instead actually get to know these women he had tied his life to irreversibly.

“So, ladies, what’d you do before this?” he asked.

There was just a couple of seconds of awkward silence, and then, as he expected, Kiara spoke up first.

“Well, I founded my own company and managed it quite successfully. We helped with family planning.”

“What does that entail?”

“Well...the typical things. Logistics, childcare, scheduling visits to the doctors for checkups, connecting them with local resources...do you not have something like this in your world?”

Hunter thought about it. He was silent for a few minutes as they walked on. Finally, he frowned. “Although I don’t think I had kids, I do remember that having a kid was very difficult unless you were wealthy. There was nothing like what you’re describing.”

“At all? Not even government assistance?!” Kiara asked.

“I mean, there was some, but they were trying to gut it.”

“So...was your society, um, evil?” Rain murmured.

“I don’t know,” Hunter admitted. “I think it was mostly the dipshits we put in charge who were evil. But I’m really, really glad that this was your job.”

“Oh...why?” Kiara asked.

“When you and I have kits, I know that it’ll be pretty fucking helpful to have all that knowledge. And it will be helpful to the others, when they have their own. Not to mention how helpful it might be to the Warren.” He waited for a response but got none and eventually he turned to look at her. “You all right?”

Kiara was staring pointedly at the ground beneath her feet as she walked, her face bright red. She was clearly trying, and failing, not to smile.

“I’m fine,” she said firmly.

“You having some trouble there?” Brooke murmured.

“I’m fine! And thank you, Hunter. And please continue to the next person.”

“Fair enough, I guess I can bail you out. I was with Heavy Security. We were the people you called in when a situation was too much for regular police to handle, although to be honest, there really wasn’t a lot of call for that, so really we were glorified security. We got loaned out a lot.”

“I was working in a kitchen,” Rain said. “Quite happily. I’m pretty good with making food. I was a waitress before that. And I was a grocer’s assistant as my first job. So I’ve just always been around food, I guess.”

“Where did you work?” Chloe asked suddenly.

“Millie’s.”

Chloe’s eyes widened. “You! You were the one who made the omelet! The cheese and lettuce omelet!”

“Oh! Yes, that was me. It was what I was kind of known for. The Leafy Green Omelet.”

“That was you!? I heard about that and always wanted to try it, but I never got around to it,” Kiara said.

Rain laughed awkwardly. “Um, well...I could absolutely make it once we get to the Warren. I mean, if you can find me lettuce, butter, eggs, cheese, and a skillet and a spatula, and a fire, I could make it out here.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky,” Hunter replied. “Now I’m curious.”

“I will definitely make some at some point,” Rain promised.

“I guess that leaves me. I was a doctor. I’d just gotten through school this year. I’d gotten my job. Everything was looking so nice…”

“Sorry,” Hunter said.

“We all are,” Kiara murmured.

Hunter tried to think of something else to say, but nothing came to mind, so instead he just kept on walking.


CHAPTER 4

Hunter held up his fist.

Behind him, everyone froze. He made down motions and when he didn’t hear anything happen, he looked back and almost jumped.

They were gone.

Well, they were quite good at hiding. That made sense, he supposed.

Hunter sniffed the air again and his frown deepened as he pulled out his pistol and flipped the safety off. He smelled blood, fresh spilled blood. He spent a moment looking around, and then finally spotted what appeared to be an arm sticking out of a bush at a weird angle.

After hearing nothing, he addressed the women. “We’ve got a corpse over there, recently killed. All of you stay here and let me investigate. I’ll be back in one to two minutes.”

“Understood,” came Brooke’s whispered reply, barely audible.

Hunter moved carefully through the trees, towards the body and the blood, keeping an eye out for ambush. His instincts weren’t talking so he figured there was a good chance that whatever had happened was all over. As he approached, he spotted another body, coming into view from where it lay sprawled behind a thick tree.

And then another, leaned against the trunk of another tree.

And another, hanging in a curious pose. He had apparently flailed when he’d gotten his brains turned to pulped mist that painted the nearby greenery and had gotten his hand caught in the crook of a sturdy branch. So now he hung by one arm, jaw open and slack, one eye closed, the other open and bloodshot, staring up at a cold, indifferent universe.

Hunter very much doubted that aspect was different over here.

He took a moment to find the rest of the bodies and then did rapid calculations as his eyes flicked between everything, painting a picture of the shootout that had occurred here. It seemed that three wolves had ambushed half a dozen rabbits. The rabbits had been traveling from the north, and the wolves had been traveling...from the west.

Hunter sighed. The direction they were going.

“Clear,” he said, “come here. There’s going to be dead bodies, dead rabbits, but we need to strip them, fast, for supplies.”

The others silently joined him. They all hesitated to varying degrees. Chloe almost not at all, Brooke just a little, Kiara a bit longer, and Rain remained standing a safe distance from the blood and broken bodies.

“I...I don’t think I can,” she whispered, looking white as a sheet.

“That’s all right, Rain,” he replied, “you can wait there.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry. Just...keep watch, all right?”

She nodded weakly and leaned against a tree. Okay, so she was a bit worse off than he’d originally thought. Brooke hadn’t been exaggerating.

Hunter worked fast, heading for one of the bloodied bodies, when he noticed something.

“We got a problem,” he said.

“What?” Brooke snapped immediately.

“We have a sole survivor.” Hunter stared at the footprints in the dirt, the drops of blood, the profile of a wounded person staggering away, desperately trying to cover the bullet hole.

“Rabbit or wolf?” Brooke asked.

“Not sure…” He looked around suddenly and then stepped over to the nearest rabbit corpse. He touched one of the wounds and then sniffed it. Wiping it off on his pants, he moved over to the blood trail and sniffed again. “Rabbit.”

“We have to find them,” Kiara said immediately.

“We do,” Brooke agreed.

Hunter hesitated, looking around, took a measure of the situation. Finally, he holstered his pistol and scrambled up the nearest tree about ten feet. He looked around and saw no moving shapes for some distance, which was going to have to be good enough.

“All right,” he said, clambering back down, “this is what’s going to happen. Chloe and I are going to follow that blood trail and determine if the survivor is still a survivor. You three will stay here and continue doing what you’re doing as fast as you can. If something happens…”

“I can find you,” Brooke said when he began considering the best course of action. “I am a good tracker.”

“That works. We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Hunter replied.

She nodded tightly and then they set off.

Chloe was silent as she followed him. They headed south now, weaving between trees, but paused before they got very far.

“Two survivors,” Hunter amended.

“How can you tell?” Chloe asked, looking uncertainly at the same spot of ground he was.

“There, you can see the outline, a person was here. And a bit of blood, but it fell differently. It’s situated less like someone marching forward and more like someone collapsing. And then you can see that the footprints are deeper now, because they’re carrying something heavy. Come on.”

“You are good at this,” she murmured, following him. “I would have figured that out with a few minutes but you did in barely a few seconds.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice.”

They kept going, wary of threats. The trees grew denser, the foliage thicker. Shafts of gray sunlight slanted down through the canopy, painting the forest in a pale splendor. Birds flitted among the branches. Hunter thought that there was a pretty good chance whoever it was had died. If this had happened in the last hour and a half or so, they would have heard it.

Hunter held up his fist and stopped. He saw a cave ahead, and what looked to be a bloody handprint on the rock wall it was burrowed into.

“I think they’re in there,” he whispered. “Stay here. Watch my back.”

“Got it.”

He thought to ask her if there was anything he should know about rabbit psychology, if he should expect something different than what he might normally, but immediately passed the thought out of hand. If there was something very important, she’d hopefully remember to tell him. But there just wasn’t time.

What was ‘different than he might normally expect’ to her or to him?

No, he was just going to have to go in and trust his instincts.

Approaching cautiously at an angle, he got up to the wall beside the entrance. The cave didn’t seem very impressive from the outside, the entrance little big enough to admit him. Which would probably make it appealing to a wounded rabbit person.

He stood and waited and listened. He heard nothing.

After considering it for a moment, Hunter finally decided to try for a more diplomatic approach.

“Hello in there, can anyone hear me?” he asked, raising his voice a bit. A long pause went by. Nothing happened, but he thought he heard someone shift. “I know you’re wounded and I want to help. I’m friendly and I’ve got a rabbit doctor with me.”

Another bout of nothing, but this time he was sure someone was in there.

He sighed. “Look, if I was a wolf I’d just chuck a grenade in there or storm it. Seriously, I’m here to help.”

Another long pause, but this time, finally: “Where’s the doctor?”

The voice sounded weak, pained, female.

Hunter looked at Chloe and nodded. She’d been listening and she jogged over. “I’m right here, I’m the doctor. I’ve got supplies, I want to help you, please.”

“Okay, come in,” the woman in the cave said.

“Huh. She just immediately trusts you,” he muttered.

“She can tell I’m a rabbit from my voice.”

“What? How?”

“How did you tell that rabbit blood was rabbit blood by smell alone?”

“Okay, good point. We’re coming in! There’s two of us!”

“Please hurry!”

Hunter led the way, activating his dark vision or whatever it was. He was still reluctant to use it, but they didn’t have flashlights right now. The cave let into a narrow tunnel that he ended up having to turn sideways to get through. It terminated maybe twelve feet back in a small cave that held two people. It was gloomy and a bit damp.

Two rabbits, a guy and a girl, the guy unconscious and obviously in bad shape.

“I can barely see,” Chloe muttered as she hurried over and crouched down, grabbing her medical kit.

“I’m sorry, we don’t have any flashlights,” the woman whispered. “Please. We’re hurt. Please save my brother. He was shot three times, I was grazed and we’re already tired and hungry from days on the run from this nightmare...we’re going to die.”

“You aren’t going to die,” Hunter replied. “At the very least we can stabilize you. Right?”

“Yeah but I need some fucking light,” Chloe snapped.

Hunter began to say something but he got that feeling again, the one where he wanted to do something in a rather specific way inside his head. He did. The night vision filter faded and suddenly the area was brighter. The rabbit woman let out a shout of surprise.

“How are you doing that?!” she whispered harshly.

“Hunter, look at him and hold still and blink as little as possible,” Chloe said, working fast.

“But how are you doing that!?” the woman pressed.

“Do you want this guy to live or not?” Chloe asked flatly.

“Yes!”

“Then shut the fuck up and let me work!”

Hunter found that holding back his blinking was easy. He stared at the poor bastard on the cave floor. Just a rabbit guy, maybe twenty five, thin, dirty, blood on one ear. He had two holes in his stomach and a third had punched through the meat of his right bicep and gone out the other side. That had been patched, if roughly.

Chloe worked very fast, yanking out the bullets and tossing them aside, then cleaning and bandaging the wounds. She did the same with a gash on his forehead and a cut on his neck, then turned her attention to the woman and patched her up, too.

“Thank you,” she whispered, tears slowly cutting tracks down her dirty face. “Is he going to live?”

“I think so, but he can’t stay here,” Chloe replied.

“We have–” She froze, stopped speaking abruptly. Her eyes flicked anxiously to Hunter. “What are you?” she whispered, staring at him, now that she could actually see him.

“I’m a super soldier,” he replied. “Government genetically modified me.”

“...I would be tempted to say you are lying except for how you look and your eyes…”

“Right, well, we’re on something of a timeline here, thanks to your brother’s condition. So you need to decide right now whether or not you trust us, or can afford not to trust us, because we do have somewhere we need to be and we can’t just sit around waiting.”

The woman looked caught and terrified, but it was blind terror. She was still thinking, he could see her weighing her options.

“Fine,” she said finally, “I have to trust you. I have no choice. I’m from a group of people living nearby. We’re running low on supplies. We were heading back to Nym to see if we could risk going in and getting food and medicine. My brother and I were supposed to split off around here and go track down a hidden cache of supplies. We really need it.”

“How many are you?” he asked.

“I…” She balked again, looking uncertain.

He sighed. “Fine. Where is it? You can come if you want, but someone should stay here with your brother.”

“I want to stay here,” she replied immediately. “But we don’t have any weapons. I dropped my gun…”

Hunter thought about it for a few seconds, then grunted. “How far is this cache? Like how long would it take to get there, get it, and come back?”

“Less than ten minutes, I think.”

“Fine. Chloe, stay here and guard them.”

There were guns back at the shootout with the others, but he wasn’t all that eager to run back to them, find a gun, update them on the situation, answer their questions, and then get back.

No. Just cut out the middleman and do it here and now himself, then head back.

“Details,” Hunter said, focusing on the woman. “I need them, fast.”

“Right. Um. Go southeast from here until you find a creek, running east to west. Follow it east until you come across a small wooden shack. It’s under the floor.”

“Is it locked?” he asked. She shook her head. “Weird for a cache.”

“An unlocked door is far less suspicious than a locked door,” Chloe replied.

“Good point. Stay here, I’ll be back as fast as I can.”


CHAPTER 5

Hunter saw no one waiting for him outside.

He moved fast along the rock wall, bearing first east, back the way they’d come, and then, once the land allowed it, southeast. They hadn’t even made it all that far and already they were having to deal with this kind of stuff.

He supposed he wasn’t angry, just a little annoyed. But in a way, it was heartening, to find other friendlies out here finally.

It had been nothing but angry wolves so far, and he imagined there were a lot more of those in his future.

Among others.

He focused. Needed to get this done fast.

The land began slanting before long, and he followed along the top of the slant, weaving between trees, until he spied a thin creek down at the base. Perfect. He hurried down, grabbing trees without looking to keep himself from falling as dead leaves and mud tried to give beneath his boots. He hopped the rest of the distance once he was close enough to the bottom and came to the creek’s edge.

There.

He spotted a vaguely square shape in the size of a small shack ahead. Hunter started jogging. He really wanted to get this over with. He was finding that being away from the ladies now involved in his life was a very stressful reality.

He almost skidded to a halt as he thought he heard a distant gunshot, but didn’t. If he wasn’t sure whether or not he’d heard it, then it wasn’t close enough to be his problem right now. At last, he did skid to a halt, his heels kicking loose rocks into the water as it whispered by.

Here was the shack: simple, wooden, a little rotted.

Honestly, it was the perfect hiding place. It looked like it was not just abandoned, but had been abandoned years ago. He peered through the holes in the wall and then the single window and saw it was empty of both people and things.

Hunter stepped inside and got to looking. He found the loose floorboard and popped it in ten seconds. In a hollow dug into the ground, lined with simple yellow tarp, he found the cache. It came in the form of two silver cases about the size of tackle-boxes, and a trio of satchels bulging with supplies.

Curiosity got the better of him and he peeked into the satchels (he didn’t bother with the cases). Inside was what he expected to find: medicine in two of them, food and survival gear in another. Making sure they were properly sealed, he stored it all in his pack and then started making his way back as fast as he could.

…

“It’s me,” Hunter said as he approached the cave and caught a whiff of Chloe on the air, then saw the barest hint of ear fur and realized she was standing in the cave entrance.

“How’d you know?” she replied.

“I can smell you, apparently. Also I saw your ear the tiniest bit. I got the shit. What do they want to do?”

“I talked them into letting us help them get back to their home. She wants us to talk with their leader. I didn’t tell them about the Warren, but I said we did have somewhere safe we were heading for...was that stupid?”

“No, that was fine. Is he still out?”

“No, but he’s in bad condition. I stabilized him, so he should be able to walk. She says she can help him walk, we just have to watch out for her.”

“All right, get them out here, fast.”

Chloe nodded and slipped back into the cave. A moment later, all three of them emerged. Hunter felt a pang of sympathy, and of rage. They looked younger in the daylight, barely college aged kids. And one of them was pumped full of holes, both of them exhausted and dirty and probably on the edge of emotional collapse.

“Whoa, what’s wrong with your face?” the male rabbit asked as he emerged into the pale sunlight, blinking owlishly.

“I’m sorry,” the rabbit girl whispered.

“He’s on drugs,” Chloe offered. She threw in another word he took to mean the type of painkiller she’d hit the kid with.

“I’m just a weird dude,” Hunter replied. “Now, we gotta move.”

“You found it?” the rabbit girl asked.

“Yes. It’s all in my backpack, and I will show it to you, but first we need to get back to the rest of my group. Like right now,” Hunter said firmly, and then set off towards the others.

“Come on,” Chloe urged, helping them move along.

Hunter tried not to set too strict a pace, but he was getting impatient and anxious. He walked them back through the forest, listening for Kiara and Brooke and Rain, but didn’t hear anything. When they started getting closer to the site of the battle, he began to worry.

He heard and saw nothing.

Then he abruptly realized what must’ve happened. They’d heard them coming and weren’t sure who it was.

“All clear,” Hunter said, then realized they needed to establish a few words to quickly convey meaning in the field.

His heart finally relaxed as all three women appeared from the brush and trees.

“You found someone,” Brooke said.

“Two someones,” Kiara murmured.

“And more someones are nearby. They’re part of a group and they went out to get supplies, got ambushed, these are the only survivors. They live on private property somewhere close. We’re going with them to help them get there and then speak with the leader of their group,” Hunter explained.

“Are they coming with us?” Rain asked, then frowned and looked down, clearly wondering if she’d let something slip.

“We’re debating that,” Hunter replied. “For now, we need to move. Did you finish stripping them?”

“Yeah, they had five pistols between them, maybe a dozen magazines of ammo, some food, medicine, but not much, really,” Brooke replied.

“Two of those pistols are ours,” the rabbit guy said quietly, then groaned.

“Fair. Give them back, and the ammo,” Hunter said. “Then we move.”

Brooke showed them the pistols and they took theirs, as well as a pair of magazines of ammo for each. Hunter quickly showed the two survivors the gear he’d found, and then they were back on the trail once again.

“How far?” Hunter asked.

“Maybe ten minutes from here, in this direction. You’re looking for a fence,” the rabbit girl replied. “Also, um, my name’s Nancy. This is Thomas. And thank you for helping us.”

“You’re welcome.” He gave a quick introduction of everyone when he realized no one else was being forthcoming with their names.

“We didn’t even make it to the city,” Nancy whispered after a moment. “Do you know how bad it is?”

“It’s clear,” Hunter replied.

“What!?”

“Well, not like clear in the complete sense, but we went there today to grab some supplies and it was basically abandoned. Didn’t see a soul, only heard a handful of gunshots and a few distant explosions. It was quiet.”

“Dammit! So we just got really unlucky?” Nancy asked, glancing back.

“More or less. I’m sorry about your friends.”

“Me too...we didn’t really know them. Me and Thomas joined a few days ago. We were on our way to our parent’s place when we evidently drove straight into a warzone. We’re lucky we got out alive but the car was totaled. We fled here, into these woods, and eventually found the private property. There were already people there and they agreed to let us stay for a bit...although I don’t know how we’re going to get across three hundred miles of this…”

Hunter wasn’t sure what to say to that, because that was a very valid point. And it was entirely possible that their parents were already dead.

Not exactly something he wanted to think about, let alone speak about.

He considered asking questions, practical ones, but decided against it. Everyone was on edge, and for good reason, and fishing for information probably felt a little too suspicious now. So he simply held his peace for the next ten minutes, focusing on keeping everyone safe.

“This the fence?”

“Yes,” Nancy replied, sounding deeply relieved. “This is it. This way. We have to go to the entrance.”

“Will they be hostile?” he asked.

“No, they shouldn’t be, but...maybe we should go first,” Nancy murmured.

“Duh,” her brother muttered.

“Oh shut up,” she snapped as they hobbled alongside the fence.

Hunter studied the property beyond the chainlink, already dubious about the prospects of holding this place. This was a pisspoor fence and he could see the house itself through the trees. Three stories, fancy, kind of rich-looking.

Ideal target for wolves with guns.

They found a gate and she hit a combination in the keypad beside it, which struck him as a little ridiculous. A titanium door for paper walls. But he had to remember that he was among a very small percentage of the population that was trained in warfare.

And clearly that was true here, too.

Hunter and the others slowed as they moved through the trees on this side of the fence. Chloe went ahead with them to continue helping the wounded. Hunter waited nearby, watching. He imagined he made for a very intimidating figure and didn’t want to get his head blown off by some panicky civilian. He wasn’t invincible.

“What happened?! Where are the others?!” another rabbit man asked as he burst out the front door.

Hunter could see a few others lingering uncertainly in the windows, watching with pale expressions.

“They’re dead,” Nancy said, and sniffed. “Wolves.”

“Oh my fucking-did you get the supplies? Please tell me you got the supplies, Nancy.”

“We did, he’s got it,” she said. “Now help me with my brother, please.”

“Who has it?”

“Help me with Thomas! He’s been shot three times!” Nancy screamed in a sudden rage.

“Fuck, okay, okay! Um...who are you?” the man asked anxiously, looking at Chloe.

“I’m Chloe. I’m a doctor.”

“Are you serious?

“Nick! LET US IN!” Nancy shrieked.

“Okay, go, fuck!” he cried.

Hunter sized the man up and was immediately unimpressed. He looked like a middle-aged C Suite seatwarmer who’d found himself woefully under-prepared for this. He didn’t even have his gun out right now, though he grabbed it clumsily as he noticed there were other people looming.

“Who’s back there?!” he called.

“We’re friendly! Do not fire, or you will be killed immediately,” Hunter replied calmly.

“You are such a diplomat,” Brooke whispered.

“He needs to know where he stands.”

“What do you want!?” Nick demanded, the pistol pointed at them now as he stood among the trees some twenty feet away from the house proper.

“First thing’s first, I want you to lower your gun. I’m a soldier and I’m armed and I am not in a good mood right now.”

Hunter had to admit, he was having to step on some pretty strong responses and urges to this fuck pointing a gun at Brooke, Kiara, and Rain. He could tell that people had tried to kill him often enough that he no longer took it personally, but he took this very personally.

Nick seemed to reconsider, then slowly lowered his gun. “What do you want?”

“To give you the cache I recovered as a favor to your group. I could have just walked off with it,” Hunter replied.

Fuck, this guy did not have his shit together. Was this seriously the guy in charge? He tried not to be too harsh, but lives were on the line.

The door opened up suddenly and a new figure emerged, a tall rabbit woman in jeans and a leather jacket. She looked a lot more with it.

“Nick! What are you doing!?” she demanded.

“Go back inside, Lilia! I’m handling this!” he snapped.

“You are so not handling this and you agreed we’d both handle it,” she growled, walking out next to him. “Hello, my name is Lilia Carmichael and this is my husband Nick. This is our place. Could you please give us the cache of supplies that is ours, and then we can talk like civilized people?”

Okay, this he could work with.


CHAPTER 6

“This works for me,” Hunter said. “But...I look kinda weird. Also, I’m really big. So don’t freak out or anything.”

“I think we can manage that. Right, Nick?” she added a little pointedly.

“Just so long as you don’t do anything hostile,” Nick replied, and she sighed.

“Right back at you,” Hunter replied. “I’m going to send the others out, first. I have three women with me.”

“We’re ready,” she said.

“Go on, I’m watching your back. Just past the treeline. I want to send you out first to put them more at ease,” he murmured.

“I was going to suggest the same thing,” Kiara replied.

She went, and then Brooke went, and then Rain went. He carefully watched them, the windows of the house, everywhere, really, in case this was some kind of elaborate ambush. He really didn’t think it was but he was finding himself very protective now.

Finally, he stepped out. Both of them visibly reacted to him.

“You...were not lying,” Nick said.

Lilia sighed again and Hunter decided to keep the ball rolling.

“I’m going to take my backpack off and open it up, that’s where your stuff is,” he said.

“Slowly,” Nick replied.

He nodded and slipped into a crouch while shrugging out of his pack. Opening it up, he set the supplies down on the ground, then rezipped, stood, and slung it back on in one, smooth motion. Probably should’ve been slower, but he just was not intimidated by this guy.

“That’s everything I found.”

“That is all of it,” Lilia murmured as she walked over and grabbed one of the containers. She checked each of them and then seemed satisfied and gestured for Nick to join her. “Take these inside.”

He looked at her, then at Hunter. He’d been reluctant to get closer but now, as he walked over, he seemed reluctant to leave.

“I’m watching you,” was what he settled on saying before heading off with the supplies.

“I’m sorry. Thank you for helping us, sir. And you all as well. This is a very big deal. We really needed that stuff.”

“You’re welcome. I take it you’re the one who put it there?” he asked.

“Yeah. Earlier this year.” An awkward pause went by. “So...um…”

“I’m a soldier. Genetically modified. That’s why I look weird.”

“What were you...originally?” she replied uncertainly.

“I’ll be honest: the process sort of scrambled my memories and I can’t remember.”

“Oh. Wow. I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “I’m more or less okay with it.”

Lilia grew suddenly more serious, more intense, and gripped his wrist in a move that was fast and made him wary. But the look on her face was nothing but fear.

“Do you have somewhere you’re going? Somewhere you can take us? Somewhere safe?” she whispered, her voice strained. “If you’re military…”

“Practically speaking, I fight for no one but myself and these women with me.” He glanced into the house. He could see Chloe through one of the windows, taking a kid’s temperature. Well, that was fine then. “But I do seem to be fighting for rabbits against those trying to hurt them. That being said…” He looked to the others.

They all nodded vigorously. Well, that was settled then. Mostly. He looked back to Lilia, who stared at him with anxious eyes.

“We are going to a secure place, it’s called the Warren.” She immediately gasped and an excited look replaced the fear. “You’ve heard of it?”

“Yes! It’s real!?”

“It’s real,” Kiara said. “We have proof. We’re going there.”

“How far is it?”

“About forty five or so miles west of here,” Hunter replied. He found himself reluctant to give out the direct location.

“It’s that close!?”

“Apparently. We’re walking. You could come with us.”

“I…” Lilia looked back at the house for a moment. Nick was in the doorway now, leaning against the frame, frowning deeply. “I don’t know if we’re going to be able to move with him shot up the way he is…”

“That’s a good point,” Brooke muttered.

“How bad is it out there? Are the others really dead?” Lilia whispered.

“They are. I’m very sorry. It looks like it was a chance attack by a roving wolf pack. We’ve only run into one and that was a few days ago at a quarry not far from the city.”

“Oh, I know that quarry. Was it a big force?”

“No, just ragtag, both times. Didn’t even seem military. We were in Nym today, and it was almost quiet. Not completely abandoned, but extremely quiet. I think...if you’re very desperate for something, it might be worth organizing another party. We’d go, but...honestly, I want to keep moving. I, um,” he looked back at the others briefly, “I need to get them to the Warren.”

“I understand. We’ll take it into consideration. Where is it? Can we follow or maybe you could come back for us?”

“We can come back for you once we get there and make sure they have room for everyone,” he replied.

“Would you really?” He nodded. “Thank you. Truly. But can you tell us where it is? In case we need to flee?”

He could sense Kiara beginning to speak but he spoke instead. “Unfortunately we didn’t have an exact location, just a general area.” He nodded to the house. “I saw a map of the area pinned to the wall. I can mark it and the path we worked out.”

“Yes, please, please do that,” she replied immediately.

“I don’t want you inside my house,” Nick said as they began approaching.

“Nick, not right now,” Lilia said, her voice a low growl that brooked no argument. There were a few words in there he didn’t recognize but took to be curse words.

He seemed to actually figure out that he was fucking things up right now and just went back inside the house without a word. They came inside. Hunter looked around the living room, moving slowly, because the eight other people inside were staring at him with wide eyes.

“Don’t mind me, just here to share some information and then we have to be going,” he said, making for the map on the wall.

“Let me finish up, I’m almost done with checkups,” Chloe said.

“All right.”

Lilia joined him and handed him a marker. He saw a collection of campgrounds that were practically within spitting distance of where the Warren was supposed to be and he marked it, then he marked the path they were going to try to follow.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Really. This is...we’ve been...it’s…” she shook her head.

“I know,” he said, “and I’m sorry it’s come to this. I’m sorry you all have to deal with this. It isn’t your responsibility. Or your fault.”

“That’s true...but we still have to deal with it,” she murmured, looking back into the living room. Everyone was still staring at them. Chloe was packing her supplies back up.

“Will you, uh, explain to them about me?” Hunter asked.

“The little that I know? Yes, I will. I have many questions.”

“I know, and I’m sorry I can’t help.”

“You have done more than enough already...but you will come back for us?” she asked anxiously.

“Yes. Once we find actually find the Warren and get settled, I will come back for you and guide you there. Ideally it won’t be more than a week.”

“A week,” she whispered.

“I know. Um...can I talk to you outside? Just you?”

“Yeah.”

He and her and Chloe headed back out to rejoin the others, who were lingering by the front door.

“I’ll be right back. Wait here,” Lilia said to her husband in a firm tone. He seemed to hold his peace, but only just.

They walked to the driveway in front of the house. “So who’s in charge here? I mean, really?” Hunter asked.

“Me and Nick are. But...increasingly it’s looking like it’s me. And that is going to be difficult. He is not going to take that well, but I can’t let him being an idiot get people killed.” She paused, frowned. “More people killed.”

“I think that was bad luck,” Hunter said. “But yes, I think you should take command. You seem a lot more even-tempered and that’s very necessary. You also just seem like more of a leader. Now, are you comfortable with that week timeline?”

“Not really, but I don’t think I’d be comfortable with any timeline, to be honest. I don’t know how long we can last out here, hiding, hoping they don’t just stumble across us.”

“Right, speaking of that, you need to get on filling your wood bin. Plainly speaking, it shouldn’t get empty. Not now. You also need to board up the windows, at least the ground floor ones.”

She sighed, but then a look of firm resolution came onto her face. “You’re right. I’m doing that. As soon as this conversation is over.” She paused, seemed to consider something, then nodded tightly to herself and looked at him. “If you find more rabbits out there, and you can’t take them with you, will you send them here? We’re too few in number. We need more, several more. And with guns, ammo, supplies.”

“I will,” Hunter said. “Anything else?”

“Nothing I can think of. Good luck out there.”

“Good luck back here.”

He swept the others with his eyes, tilted his head, and then they were off.

…

“Why did you lie to her?” Rain asked.

“What did you lie about?” Chloe asked.

“He said we don’t know precisely where the Warren is.”

“The thing about information is that once you give it to another person, you cannot guarantee what will happen to it. You’ve lost control of that information. And while I don’t really sense any bad vibes from that group back there, what if they talk about it over the radio? What if some wolves hear? What if the wolf military hears?”

“...shit,” Chloe said.

“Exactly.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Brooke murmured.

“I am glad you all stayed quiet.”

“I almost said something,” Rain muttered unhappily.

“You didn’t, though. That’s important. And she didn’t seem to notice anything was off. Although she was pretty sharp.” He paused. “Any idea what Nick’s deal was?”

“...is this a trick question?” Brooke asked uncertainly.

“No, it is not a trick question.”

“Oh. Well, I mean, you were threatening him.” She paused. “I mean, okay, to expand a little more, you were threatening to him.”

“Because he’s a leader?” Hunter replied.

“No,” Kiara said. Paused. “Well, yes, but that isn’t what we’re talking about. Because he’s a he. And his wife was right there. And we were all around you. And you...look like you.”

“Oh.” Hunter considered that. He imagined he’d had this problem before. In truth, he did have a notion of mostly interacting with women where he could manage it. “I guess that makes sense. That sucks.”

“Does it? Are you not happy?” Chloe asked.

“Well...I suppose I’d be lying if I said I extracted no joy from that, but for the most part, yeah, I don’t really like to threaten guys unless I mean to. It’s a bad feeling.”

“That’s very empathetic,” Kiara murmured.

Hunter began to respond, but paused, he looked back at her. There was something new in her voice. And her gaze.

She stared intently at him.

“I’m ready,” she said suddenly.

“For sex? Here and now?” he replied, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes and yes and yes.”

“Well...all right.”


CHAPTER 7

Without hesitation, Kiara picked out a spot to the left off the path and walked unerringly towards it.

The others immediately followed in her wake, Hunter included, curious to see this spot she apparently had picked out in a millisecond. He supposed she actually had. In fact, he’d been aware of it, too, as a potential hiding spot, but his mind marked it casually as opposed to urgently. She must have done the same, but her ‘hide’ instinct would be much stronger than his.

They pushed through some trees and dense foliage into a clearing that was decently protected by more trees and bushes. There were signs of someone having camped here, though a while ago. Hunter was quietly impressed as Brooke began to patrol the perimeter of the small clearing while Rain got her bedroll out and Chloe helped her get it unrolled.

“You all seem like you’ve been preparing for this,” Hunter murmured as he shrugged out his pack and set his holster and gun aside, within reach of the bedroll.

“I suppose we have been,” Kiara replied.

“Are you sure you want it to be like this?”

“Like what?”

“Out here, rough and dirty, two minutes on a sleeping bag?”

“Well...yes. Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

“I guess I thought, since it’s our first time, you’d want something more...sensual? Romantic? Inside of a building?”

“Oh. Shit. This is a culture thing. Maybe we should wait, if that’s what you’re expecting…”

“No, I mean, it’s fine. I was more worried about what you are expecting. To be honest, as long as sex happens, I am happy. Which is not an opinion that made me popular.”

“That makes no sense,” Rain whispered.

“Whatever, the point is: if you’re happy, I’m happy,” Hunter said.

“I’m happy. Pull it out,” she replied as she hastily stripped off the jacket, t-shirt, jeans, and panties she was wearing. Hardly any time at all passed before she was completely naked and on the sleeping bag, staring up at him with expectant eyes.

He saw the same excited lust in her eyes as he did the others. Rain and Chloe were very close, watching intently. Well, if she didn’t have a problem with it, he sure didn’t. Hunter got down onto his knees between her spread-open legs and began digging his erection out of his pants. He found himself bathing in Kiara’s beauty.

It was a unique beauty, a stark beauty.

She was slim and pale and in the right light, she looked a little ghostly. She was fit, though her muscle definition was light. Her honey blonde hair was pulled into a tight little bun now. Her blue eyes seemed somehow huge as she stared up at him. Her light tan ear twitched.

He smiled and reached out, running a finger slowly down the ear.

She gasped and wriggled beneath him. “Hunter, please! We don’t...mmm...have time,” she whispered when he did it again.

“Fair,” he said, and laid down against her, careful not to crush her.

He slipped into her, smooth and hot and so, so wet. Oh was she a wet woman on the inside. She moaned loudly.

“Shh!” he whispered.

“I can’t...oh! Help it! You have to stop me!”

He could do that. Hunter put one hand firmly over her mouth and held her in place. Her eyes somehow went wider and the naked lust he saw in there was intense.

He started fucking her.

Kiara squeezed her eyes shut and he felt her not just shriek against his hand, but struggle against his body. He chuckled and used his other hand to grope one of her bare, pale breasts. Oh how sweet her pink, pink nipple felt against his palm.

While she was not as well-endowed as the others in the group, he found that her breast made a wonderful, soft, warm handful and was no less pleasing to touch. She felt amazing against him, soft and yielding and not just warm but hot. So smooth. Everything about her body seemed much like herself: fit, tight, economical.

The pleasure overwhelmed him in barely a minute, let alone two, and he was loosing his seed inside of her. She moaned even louder, reacted even more intensely as he began pumping her full, groaning his own litany of utter blissed out rapture.

Both of them were left panting and shaky. He pulled out of her and then groaned.

“Are you all right?” Chloe asked.

“Fine. Just...sensitive. And my balls kind of ache now. Between this, you in the medbay, and Rain fucking me all night long. I think I’m tapped dry for today.”

“Are you complaining?” Rain asked.

Hunter sighed. “No. Now, someone tell me how long until sunset.”

He got up and so did Kiara. They began dressing, which was a very simple affair for him. Once Kiara was off the bedroll, Rain immediately began rolling it back up.

“Three hours and forty one minutes,” Brooke said.

Hunter sighed heavily. “That’s a lot less time than I had been hoping for when I woke up today. All right, we’re setting a harsh pace. No more diversions if we can afford it, no breaks until we find a place to camp for the night.”

He was glad to see that this did not dampen their spirits at all. Nor his, either. They were in too good of a mood after that little session. Which was nice, considering how bad all this was. He thought back to those poor dead rabbits. Thought of Nancy and Lilia and the others, how virtually defenseless they were.

And this was just the beginning, really.

They finished packing and vanished out of the clearing a moment later, bearing westward.

…

They lasted at their more intense pace for just over an hour before Hunter finally gave in to their attempts to talk. He didn’t want to push them too hard, but he had to admit, he was impressed with their endurance so far.

As soon as he tacitly lifted the ban on conversation following a mercifully uneventful and productive hour, he decided to try and get some practical information out of them.

“I’ve got an uncomfortable question,” he said.

“What’s it about? We’re here for your questions,” Kiara replied.

“The war. Your societal collapse.”

“Ask away,” she said, but her tone was decidedly less cheery.

“So...what’s the gist of the nature of the wolves versus the rabbits. Like, what is their end goal? What are they trying to do?” he asked.

“Kill us all,” Brooke replied darkly.

“Is it really that simple?” he asked. Then hesitated. “I’m sorry, I realize this is a sensitive topic, obviously, but I’ve had to learn to speak about things like this in a very detached, objective way, free of emotions, if I need to discuss information regarding a dark subject.”

“That...is fair,” Kiara said. She cleared her throat. “I will try to do that. Unfortunately for us, they are looking to occupy our cities. You are, I take it, familiar with occupation?”

He sighed. “Yeah. I am.”

“That’s what they want. Complete control over the rabbit population–”

“After they’ve culled it a little,” Brooke growled.

“Yes,” Kiara murmured. “I’ve been listening to their rhetoric for a while now. We all have. It’s all about The Natural Order. That’s their philosophy, what they call it. It’s what so many of the idiots believe.”

“Let me guess: The Natural Order states that rabbits, which are weaker than wolves, should serve the wolves?”

“Yes,” Kiara replied. “That is the gist of their argument.”

“They want slaves,” Chloe said. “That is ultimately what this is about. They want slaves to do the dirty work of their society. Who they can beat when the mood takes them that no one will complain about. That they can throw away when they get bored. That they can kill and not go to jail but perhaps pay a fine. To use, for any desire. Our history is rife with this happening, and certainly not just the wolves and the rabbits.”

“Is anyone else gunning for rabbits?” he asked suddenly. “Any other army I should worry about?”

“Tigers,” Brooke replied. “There’s a few tiger military outposts, a whole mining industry, and a few settlements maybe fifty miles south of here.”

“Will they fight the wolves or team up?”

They all laughed. “They will fight the wolves,” Brooke said. “Tigers and wolves do not get along very well.”

“How much unity do they have? How likely are they to fracture or go off on their own?”

“It’s very rare for either of them. That’s why they’re so effective, their pack mentality. Their governments and the social media apparatus they employed easily hacked that aspect of their instincts,” Chloe explained. “We were stagnating, as a society. Carnivores tend to get...agitated when there isn’t enough happening. We had checks in place for this, but then certain politicians got into power and removed those checks, and then years passed and slowly eroded social safety nets and anti-corruption protections in the government.”

“This is sounding familiar,” Hunter muttered. “And now everyone became poor and angry and with a lot of pent-up aggression that had nowhere to go, and they were told it was all the rabbits’ fault, and they should do something about it. And since they were already pissed off and desperate, it was pretty easy to just aim that rage at someone who couldn’t really fight back.”

“Yes. And now you know why I’m so full of rage now,” Brooke muttered.

“I’m so sorry, again, for all of this. It’s so much.”

“It’s inevitable,” Kiara murmured.

“Do you really think so?” Rain asked softly.

“I know so. Consider power. Those who seek it don’t really deserve it, because those who seek power tend to do so for power’s own sake. The responsible people know and understand what a great burden power is...if you actually give a shit about the people you have power over. And because people tend to be emotionally and intellectually lazy as opposed to not, there are more unqualified people seeking power than qualified as a general rule...this is extremely depressing, can we please talk about our kits?”

“Why are you so sure there’s going to be multiple?” he asked. “And yes, we can.”

She giggled, which was a new sound for her. He shared a quick, secret glance with Chloe, who smiled, blushed, and looked away.

“No woman in my family has ever given birth to a single kit. Ever. It hasn’t happened, as far back as the family tree goes. And there has been two only one time. But that doesn’t matter. Because now that I’m actually finally getting pregnant, I am going to make sure that there are a lot of kits. What are you hoping for?”

“Healthy children. That is entirely what I’m hoping for. After that, I hope they stay healthy, get smart, and are kind. And that they listen to me, but I know that’s a joke.”

“Why do you say that?” Kiara asked.

“Is...is it not a thing over here that kits tend to end up being know-it-alls who refuse to listen to their parents? Because that’s almost universal in my world.”

“Well, I’d say that rabbit offspring tend to be well-behaved. They are rowdy, but they will listen. Especially to their father. Especially if their father is you,” Kiara explained.

“Now wolf cubs on the other hand,” Brooke said, “what you described sounds like them.”

“I think your species might just be more independent than ours,” Chloe murmured.

“Probably.”

“You truly have no preference? I thought you’d want boys so you can train them to be men,” Rain said.

“I honestly don’t care. I just want healthy kids that lead happy, helpful lives.”

“If I wasn’t pregnant before, I am now from hearing that,” Kiara murmured. “You are going to be an amazing father.”

“Sure hope so,” Hunter replied. They all hesitated as somewhere distant, but not that distant, gunshots began popping off.

Hunter increased his pace again, and so did the girls.


CHAPTER 8

After another two and a half hours of making tracks to the west, Hunter spotted a watchtower.

It was partially obscured by the trees that it just barely rose above and he knew immediately that it would make for an excellent place to stop for the night.

Provided no one had beaten them to it.

Now, with twilight coming on, they were making their way carefully up the wraparound stairs that admitted them access to the top. Hunter led the way, pistol out and ready for use. He hadn’t seen or heard anything yet, but he was getting an idea that rabbits were actually phenomenal at hiding. Although if that was the case, there at least shouldn’t be a shootout.

He neared the top. Hunter slowed and listened, still heard nothing. Carefully, he peered over the edge, onto the walkway that wrapped around the apex of the tall structure. Nothing to see. He motioned for them to stay put, then headed the rest of the way up.

Pretty easy for someone to duck down and lie in wait. He took a moment to finish clearing the top of the tower, studying everything as he moved. Two beds, that was good. A desk. A pantry. Also good. Some crates. A little fireplace. No gun rack, unfortunately.

“It’s clear,” Hunter said, tilting his head as he looked back down at them.

For a moment, he felt thunderstruck. They were all staring up at him so intensely, but that wasn’t it. He wasn’t sure what it was...only he supposed he did know. It was just that he was surprised by the power of the emotion.

This moment, somehow, in some flawless way, conveyed a specific aspect of the bond they now shared: they looked to him for protection and he provided that protection. But maybe it was the depth that startled him, the intensity, and that he was realizing it in this moment.

He would protect them from the world, all of it, as much as he could. Not just from bad guys and bullets, but from sickness, injury, sadness, loneliness, despair, boredom.

And they would do the same for him, but in some way he knew rather than understood, he could tell that it was never going to change, this aspect of their relationship. Even if they lived together for another seventy years, he would be their provider, because they had asked him to be, and he had said yes.

There was something comforting about that–for him and for them, he imagined–at an extremely deep, primal level.

It felt like finding your cornerstone.

“Come on, you all need to get settled in,” he said, coming back to reality.

“Are you not staying?” Rain asked with an immediate fear.

“I have to check out those sites,” he replied, turning and raising the binoculars he’d grabbed in passing in there. “A radio tower and what looks like a little lakeside cabin. Could be some really useful stuff in there.”

“I’m coming with you,” Brooke said.

Hunter began to tell her no, but then he looked back at her. She looked very adamant. She wanted some alone time with him.

Well, he sure wanted some with her.

And this place was pretty safe. And they did know how to defend themselves, for the most part. He thought about it for a moment.

“Let me look at the forest,” he replied, and took a walk around the walkway, searching for hints of movement or activity.

He saw nothing.

“Okay,” he said, coming back, “you can come with me. But if you three could get to work on putting those beds together and searching this place top to bottom for supplies, I would appreciate it. Also, I do want someone standing or sitting here, at the top of the steps, watching, at all times, until we’re back.”

“I can take first watch,” Kiara said. “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”

“Should be no more than an hour.” He paused. Looked at Brooke. “Well, maybe an hour and a half.”

Kiara simply smiled a knowing smile and nodded.

“Come on,” Hunter said, and began descending.

…

Something was definitely bugging Brooke, and he didn’t think it was just that she was horny and needed a release.

Great.

Well, hopefully he was smart enough to figure it out. He almost asked her, because he already hated seeing her upset and irritated and clearly keeping it to herself. But he realized, in that instant, that he was like this. It felt so intimately familiar, seeing her do it, that he must. And his instincts told him to let her come out with it.

Or at least wait a bit longer.

So they descended the stairs, did a quick recon just to double-check that there was no one lingering or lurking, and set off. They walked for about five minutes before he decided to at least try some basic conversation.

“So it occurs to me that our merry band lacks a mechanic,” he said.

“Our...what lacks a what?” she replied uncertainly.

“Oh, right. Um.” He thought for a moment. “We need another person in our group. Someone who can, uh…” He mimed turning a wrench.

“I’m not...oh! A mechanic, who fixes machines,” she said, and then he knew the word.

He wondered if that was ever going to be not weird. Although clearly he already had a solid grasp of the language (either this stuff in his head worked incredibly well or they had talked a lot around him while he was unconscious, or probably both), he imagined it would still happen occasionally, even when he was an old man.

If he lived that long.

“That will be difficult, I think,” she said. “Rabbits tend not to like those kinds of jobs.” She sighed bitterly. “They always use that to mock us. ‘Oh, rabbits aren’t strong enough to be soldiers, they aren’t smart enough to be scientists or doctors, what are they good for!? Breeding and eating all the food!’. That’s what they say. Fucking wolves.”

“Don’t go down that path,” Hunter said.

“What path? Hating wolves? Fine, maybe I’m doing the same, but they fucking–”

“Brooke,” he said, and the seriousness of his voice caused her to fall quiet. “I understand. I do. Like I really do. I’m missing a lot in my head, but I remember war. I remember hatred. I went down that path, I remember that, and I learned the hard lesson.”

“What lesson is that?” she asked cautiously.

“Hating all wolves will lead you down a dark path. Besides the fact that hatred is harmful to yourself, if you engage in this mindset, you are validating their hatred of rabbits by doing the same thing to them. You can’t get pissed at them for being racist towards you when you do the same thing.”

“They destroyed one of our entire cities. And you saw it back there. You saw the blood and the fucking teeth marks and the–”

“I know. I saw it. And I’ve seen so much worse in my world.” He paused as a flash came to him with a horrible clarity. A memory: stepping into a room, some military compound where they’d been holding civilians prisoner. It was a rescue mission, and he stepped into one of those rooms and found...the civilians.

Crucified, skinned, and beheaded. A lot of them.

Hunter shook his head and pressed on. “Believe me, I get it. Truly. But there are wolves out there, I’m sure a lot of them, who are just like Rain, just like Chloe, just like Kiara, and just like you. Who are terrified and hiding, who never wanted this, who would give anything to make it all stop. I know there are wolves sobbing in anguish over dead rabbits.”

“You don’t know this world,” she said, but she sounded less certain of herself.

“I’m beginning to see that I know enough. And that we’re a lot alike. It’s less that things are different in us and more that the intensity of our emotions are different. Instinct is a huge thing here, but it isn’t in my world. But listen, I’ll tell you something. It’s really, really important.”

“All right…”

“Let’s say a hundred years has passed and society came back together. Let’s just say that. At least a form of it. What do you think they’re going to think when they look back on the wolves who banded together and slaughtered the rabbits?”

“That they were monsters.”

“Exactly.”

“And?”

“And that’s bad.”

“Why? How could it be? How could it possibly be bad?”

“Because I know what comes next. There are signs of…” he raised his hands, encompassing the world and broader conflict around them, “this. In society. Leading up to it. Clearly some of you knew that and spotted them. But something that prevents the average person from seeing those warning signs is that they look at pure evil being committed in the past and assume they were all monsters, every last one of them. And you lived among wolves, right?”

“Yes,” she growled.

“Were they monsters?”

“Some of them clearly were.”

“And could you tell the difference?” She began to respond, then hesitated, then frowned. “People look at atrocities distanced by time and assume everyone involved was a screaming, drooling psycho that couldn’t wait to murder babies and drown the elderly. If that was true, then how could the rest of society possibly have let it go for so long?”

“They didn’t,” she murmured, “because the monsters are hiding in plain sight.”

“Because they aren’t monsters. I mean, they are, but that isn’t all they are. These monstrous wolves got sick and had dreams and fears and went to birthday parties and had pets. I mean yeah, some of them are pieces of shit in their day-to-day lives, but that’s also true of people who wouldn’t snag a pistol and join in a systematic genocide. People assume evil is obvious, but it’s not. It hides. In all of us.”

“I’m not evil,” she growled, glaring at him.

“I never said that. I said evil is within all of us. And it is. You, me, even Rain.”

“There’s no way, there isn’t a bit of evil in that girl.”

“There is, Brooke, and trying to pretend that some people have no potential for evil is how we ended up with shit like this.”

Distantly, a massive explosion sounded and he could actually feel the ground shake beneath him, even though he couldn’t see the fire from the explosion.

It felt like an exclamation mark to his statement.

“Or maybe I’m wrong,” he said when she didn’t say anything for a few moments. “Maybe it’s different here and maybe that’s just how it is in my world.”

“No...I can’t say you’re wrong. What you said makes sense. I just...don’t want to think of wolves as anything but evil.”

“I know. That’s why it’s a difficult task, Brooke. But this is our life now. We’re going to be faced with challenges and called upon to complete difficult tasks, but sometimes we won’t. Sometimes no one will call us to do something. Sometimes, no one will tell us to do the right thing for ourselves. So we have to choose to make the choice, even if no one is telling us to. And, to be honest, that is what mostly separates us from the monsters who are out there machine-gunning innocents.”

“How can we win?” she whispered after a pause.

“We win by getting to the Warren, building a life, and defending it to the death.”

“They’re going to find the Warren eventually...they could have, already. But if they haven’t, they will. And they’ll come for us…”

“And we will kill them,” Hunter replied calmly.

“But what if–”

“Brooke. Brooke,” he said, stopping and turning to face her. He put a hand on her shoulder, looked into her eyes. “Listen. This is another dark path. The path of ‘what if?’. It’s fun to be on sometimes, but not like this. Brooke, the odds against us are pretty high. There are a million ways we could fail and die out here. Brooke…”

He paused, then sighed heavily and shook his head. “The list of things that can go wrong far outpaces the list of things that can go right, and that’s not going to change. That’s just life. It’s not wrong to consider what might go wrong, in fact, it’s crucial, but don’t feed that fear. If you feed your fear, it’ll grow, and start taking from you, and keep taking from you until you’re too terrified to literally move. You have to choose to turn away from that. To keep it in perspective.”

She stared at him, then blinked and abruptly wiped at her eyes. A few tears ran down her cheeks. He moved to hug her and she let him, let herself be held by him.

“I’m not breaking down or anything,” she said, her voice thick with barely-contained emotion, “I’m just so fucking scared and angry.”

“I know, Brooke,” he murmured, rubbing the back of her head. “We all are. This is horrifying. And you are so fucking brave.”

She snorted. “I am not. I’m just doing what needs to be done.”

“Brooke,” he said firmly, pulling back and placing both hands on her shoulders now, staring into her eyes again, “do you know how many people do what needs to be done in situations like this? A lot fewer than you’d think. You could have walked away. I know you probably think you wouldn’t have been able to live with yourself if you had, but you’d be surprised what you can live with. No, Brooke, this was a choice you made, and continue to make. You could have passed all fighting responsibilities over to me, but you didn’t. You are brave, Brooke. Very much so.”

She rolled her eyes and wiped at her cheeks again with the heel of her palm. “Fine. I’m brave. Can we keep going? I think we’re almost there.”

“We are,” he replied, and they resumed walking.


CHAPTER 9

The cabin was empty.

Of threats and of supplies. Well, for the most part.

They poked through the bedroom area, the kitchen area, the living room area, the bathroom. There were some supplies. A half-empty bottle of ketchup and some bottles of water in the fridge. A blanket on the bed. A box of band-aids.

The real big find was toiletpaper. Six rolls of it beneath the sink in the bathroom.

As they searched, Hunter kept catching Brooke staring at him. Something was bothering her, but still she didn’t want to talk about it. So she seemed to be focusing on her lust instead.

Which, he decided the moment she locked her eyes with his own, was fine.

All she asked was if they were secure. Once he said yes, she didn’t say anything else. She just walked over to him, grabbed him, and kissed him.

And then her body language changed as she handed control over to him. She had initiated and knew what she wanted, and he was glad enough to provide it for her. Hunter could tell by instinct alone that he was used to being in control during situations like this, and apparently that fit perfectly into this world.

Or at least this group of horny bunny girls.

He kissed her, guided her a little roughly to the bed, pulled off her shirt and then pushed her onto the bed. She let out a surprised gasp and looked up at him, her face a curious mixture of defiance and lust. In the back of his head he knew this might get a little complicated and that they were going to have to establish a safeword.

But he trusted himself and her enough to stop if things were actually going south.

“Take your pants off,” he said.

Brooke stared at him for a moment, almost looking like she wanted to argue, but then she silently took her pants and panties off, pausing to kick her shoes off in frustration.

“We don’t have long,” she murmured as she laid on her back and opened her legs.

“I know,” Hunter replied, pulling out his erection and laying on top of her.

There was a strange appeal to keeping his clothes on during this, and he had the idea that it wasn’t just him feeling that. He wondered what they got out of it. And then he wondered what he got out of it. But the time for wondering had passed.

And then he was between those firm, thick thighs once again and he plunged deep into her sweet, wet pleasure. As he began thrusting into her, burying himself in bliss and listening to her half-growl/half-moans, he could sense her asking for something with her body, like she was trying to get him to do something specific.

At first, he wasn’t sure what, but then he noticed she’d laid one arm very specifically to her side so that her hand was up near her head. He saw that pose and the oddly pleading look she gave him and a lightbulb went off in his head.

He reached forward, grasped her wrist, and pressed it down into the mattress.

The effect was immediate. Brooke moaned a lot more intensely. Taking his cue, he grasped her other wrist and then brought both of them up and together. She stared up at him with wild, almost shocked eyes as he pressed them into the pillow above her head.

And then he started really hammering her.

It didn’t last long because he had to let go of her and clap a hand over her mouth as she began screaming with apparent reckless abandon. She began to orgasm and as he felt a splash of her sex juices squirt out of her, he immediately remembered the downside to not taking his clothes off. Or at least not pulling his pants down.

But he didn’t care because fucking her orgasming pussy was incredible.

He barely managed to keep himself elevated above her (as not to crush her) and her from continuing to yell and potentially draw in enemies, while he shot his load into her. But he did manage it, and when he was finished, when they were both finished, he flopped over onto his side.

For a bit, they laid there, her on her back, naked and a little sweaty and staring at the ceiling with very wide eyes as she panted, him on his side, watching her.

He saw one of her ears twitch and reached up. Gently he ran his fingertips down one soft ear.

It was like he’d touched her with a cattle prod.

“Don’t touch my ear!” she screamed as she rolled out of bed, crashed onto the floor, and then staggered to her feet, extremely red in the face.

“Shit! Sorry!” he replied, sitting up. “I-I just...sorry.”

“Why did you do that?” she growled, seeming to calm down at least a little.

“I just thought you’d like it!”

She frowned deeply, staring at him like she was certain he was lying, then finally sighed and shook her head. “I think you don’t realize what that means.”

“Apparently not. I mean, I’ve done it with the others, and they seemed really happy about it. I’m sorry, I guess I should’ve asked, but given what we’d just done…”

She sighed heavily and sat down beside him. “You’re right. I overreacted. I was...startled.”

“So what does it mean? I’m really confused because I’m not sure what it could mean that would be okay with Chloe, Rain, and Kiara, but not with you.”

“...no one explained this to you?” she murmured.

“No. Or I guess not well enough.”

She shook her head, still frowning, staring at the floor between her feet now. “It’s...intimate.”

“I mean I got that.”

“No, it’s...intimate, Hunter.”

“You have officially lost me. I know it’s intimate…” He glanced at the window. “Shit. We need to keep moving.” He got up. “Come on, we can walk and talk.”

“Right,” she muttered, getting up and pulling her clothes back on quickly.

“So, intimate?” he asked once they were back outside and hitting the trail that led to the radio tower.

“This is hard to talk about for me. But it’s...there are sort of two levels to breeding. There’s, you know, breeding. Rutting. Fucking. And then there’s more serious relationships. Dedicated ones. Potentially lifelong. You know? And being intimate like that, touching a rabbit’s ear like that...it indicates a more intense closeness.”

“Do we...not have that? I mean, I know we’re moving fast, but…”

“Do we have that?” He began to answer but she cut him off. “I’m sorry, this is going to be complicated, Hunter. I don’t think you understand just how significant it is to breed and reproduce to rabbits. If you haven’t done it by the time you’re twenty five, at the latest, it means something is wrong. And our society has gotten to the point where we won’t shame people like this, but...we are outcasts, in some silent, invisible way. And it’s worst for me.”

“Why for you?” he asked quietly.

“Rain is what most guys want. She’s short, she’s hefty, big breasts and big hips for bearing kits. She’s easy to get along with and fun and flirty. Chloe and Kiara are too tall and too skinny and too focused on their careers for most rabbit men. Rabbit men want mothers more than anything.”

“Is there no compromise?” he asked when she hesitated.

“There is, but consider it: would you rather have a woman who is only kind of attractive and also you have to make big compromises with because she has an entire career she’s unwilling to completely leave, or would you rather have an extremely beautiful, uncomplicated relationship where she will be a dutiful mother and probably a very dutiful mate?”

“I guess that’s a good point, but are that many rabbit men that intensely focused on starting a family?”

“Most are, but there are some who don’t care, or who are willing to compromise if they like the woman enough. And Chloe and Kiara have had suitors, at least. Relationships. And then there’s me. I am so...un-rabbit-like. I’m way too tall and my frame isn’t the right kind of heft. I’m not curvy, I’ve got muscles because it’s what I wanted and I like working out and I wanted to work security and fight and help people. And I had one real friendship in my life that I thought might turn into a relationship, and it seemed like he was going to ask me, and then he asked a girl who looks like Rain and now they’re out there somewhere with a dozen kits.”

“Wow. Brooke, I’m so sorry,” he said.

“You don’t have to be. I mean, I’m getting what I wanted. I’m probably pregnant right now. You are an amazing mate, even if all you do is keep me from dying and fill me with your seed.”

“So why did you get angry? I still don’t understand. It sounds like you want intimacy, Brooke. I want to give it, and you want to receive it, so what’s the problem? Society has collapsed, so who are you worried about judging you?...or am I being a huge jerk by asking these questions?”

She shook her head. “No, they’re very reasonable questions. It’s just that…” She stopped suddenly. They were at the base of the hill the radio tower built onto now. It was almost full sundown, twilight fading into pale, pale moonlight.

Hunter looked at her, waited for her to speak.

“I can’t be hurt again,” she said finally.

Finally, the penny dropped. “Oh. Oh, Brooke,” he whispered, and he hugged her. She didn’t resist at least. She was a little stiff, but then she hugged him back.

“We’re doing this a lot,” she murmured.

“I know. We can stop if you want.”

“I don’t want to stop.”

“Me neither. But I get it now. You’re scared to let me in emotionally because I might leave you, too.”

“...will you?”

“I said I was going to stay, didn’t I? But I guess we should probably talk about it directly. I’ll be honest, Brooke, I don’t think I had a good life before now. I think coming here was a massive improvement. I don’t intend to go back, even if I could. Maybe I have some big responsibility back there…”

Hunter paused. Thought of what he had seen of himself so far. The scars. All the scars. And all his ‘enhancements’. (He was sure there was more, lurking somewhere.) He thought mostly of his memories, those that he still had, and all the blood and fire and screaming.

“But if I do,” he said, “then I’ve done my duty. I’ve given them enough. More than enough. And now I’d rather stay here with you and the others, and help your people survive. If I could do that for the rest of my life, I think I’d die happy. Maybe that sounds crazy, but it just feels right, and I’m okay with that.”

“So you’re saying you will be my mate? Forever? You will stay with me and Rain and Chloe and Kiara, as our shared mate, and protect us, and provide for us, and for our kits? For the rest of your life?”

Hunter thought about it, then nodded slowly. “Yeah. Yes. That’s what I’m saying. That’s a choice I’m making...with the idea that how we all treat each other right now stays more or less the same.”

Brooke was smiling broadly now. If anything, she looked relieved. “If you stay reasonable, we will stay reasonable. It’s that simple.”

“I like simple.” He looked up. “Come on.”

“Wait,” she said, reaching out and grabbing his hand. He looked at her, curious. She brought his hand up to her ears.

“You sure?” he asked.

“Mmm-hmm.”

He gently ran his fingertips along her ear again. Brooke shuddered and inhaled sharply. He slowly caressed her, feeling the soft, warm fur, relishing the look on her face. After a long moment, he let his hand drop.

They smiled at each other, then began making their way up the hillside path.


CHAPTER 10

The hike up the hillside was pleasant enough, at least at first.

Hunter felt like he was floating as he led the way up the path, Brooke close to his back. He felt connected with her in a way he hadn’t before. And he could tell she felt much the same way. But as they ascended, something seemed wrong.

At first, he didn’t even notice it.

But as they got about halfway up, he realized that he was tensing up, which meant he was picking up on something.

Something dangerous.

When he glanced back at Brooke, he saw she’d lost her smile and was looking mildly anxious. She sensed it, too.

He almost turned back, it was dark now and he was getting paranoid, but they were close, and radio towers usually had some kind of emergency kit or cache of supplies. Someone had probably taken it, but maybe not.

So he pressed on, and they kept going.

He tried to get some kind of sense of what was going on, but nothing was forthcoming, even as they came to the trailhead.

“Do you see anything or anyone around?” he murmured as they approached the fence the radio tower was enclosed in.

It had already been opened, but that could just be laziness or maybe it was done before all this went down and no one made it out here in time to realize.

“No, but someone is,” she whispered.

“Yeah. Stay here. Keep watch.”

She grunted in response and he headed into the enclosure. There really wasn’t much to see. Just the tower itself, a metal box near its base, and a crate a little ways from that. Nowhere to hide. But still this bad feeling.

He quickly opened up the power box, saw nothing that could be easily salvaged (it was clear this place hadn’t seen maintenance for years), and then moved to the little supply crate.

“Goddamnit,” he whispered, tugging on the heavy padlock.

“Is everything good?” Brooke asked.

“Yeah, just annoyed. Hold on.”

He took another quick look around for anyplace the key might be hiding, but he couldn’t find it, and it was time to get back. He turned around and saw the watchtower in the distance. There were lights on it.

He wanted to be there very badly.

“Well, this was a waste of time,” he said as he rejoined Brooke. “Let’s get back down–”

An unfamiliar and decidedly bad scent came to him suddenly. He drew his pistol at the same moment Brooke did.

Whatever it was, it didn’t just smell bad but dangerous.

They both quickly looked around and he activated his nightvision. A long moment passed as they carefully checked their surroundings.

“Are you familiar with that scent?” he asked softly.

“No, I have no idea what the fuck that is but I hate it,” she whispered back.

“Same. Let’s get out of here.”

They checked the area once more, then began hurrying back down the hill.

…

They encountered nothing the whole way back, but Hunter was convinced they were being watched the whole way down the hill.

Watched by what though?

This felt somehow different than the feeling he’d been getting outside of the shelter.

He tried to put it out of his head as they made their way back through the forest, but it wouldn’t stop bothering him.

“Brooke, is there anything, any threat, very different from what we’ve faced so far? Bad guys with guns?” he asked.

“Not really,” she replied after a moment. “I mean, there’s attack animals, but they aren’t that common. Vehicles, like we talked about before.”

“What about robots?” She gave him a quizzical look. “Um...metal people?”

“Metal p...oh! I know what you’re talking about, but no. Some militaries were talking about trying to make the perfect automated soldier, but they never actually had anything working. Why?”

“I guess I’m just trying to figure out what that could have been. Something was on that hillside with us.”

“Yeah…” Brooke murmured, stopping and looking back as they reached the watchtower. “I don’t have an answer.”

“Hopefully we don’t have to find out. Come on.”

He began to head for the stairs but Brooke grabbed his hand suddenly. “Wait.”

Hunter turned back, curious. It hadn’t been the ‘I heard something’ kind of ‘wait’, but the ‘I need to tell you something I’ve been working up the courage to say’ kind.

“I just wanted to say...thank you. For being patient with me. And that I’m sorry, because you’re going to need a lot more. Because I am difficult, and I am going to make this difficult, but I will try not to. I want you to believe that, that I’m trying, that I’m not just being flippant or argumentative. I’m scared you’re going to hurt me, but I do believe you when you say you won’t.”

“I can’t promise to never hurt you, Brooke,” he said, “just like you can’t promise that. Just like no one can. But I can promise that I will consistently try not to, and that if I do, I will try my best to apologize and make up for it and not do it again in the future. And I would trust that you would forgive me. And I would trust that the same thing will happen when our roles will be reversed. Because you are going to piss me off, and you won’t mean to, ideally. That’s just how relationships work.”

“Relationships are complicated,” she whispered.

“They can be, but they get easier. Ultimately, relationships are a choice you have to keep making. A relationship is something you have to keep saying yes to, because otherwise, it will wither.”

Brooke stared at him, frowning slightly. One of her ears twitched as she seemed to be really considering what he’d said.

“Do you really think you and I can stay in a relationship–a real relationship–for the rest of our lives simply by both of us agreeing to be reasonable and listen to each other and work together?” she asked, her voice almost cautious.

“Yes,” Hunter replied plainly. “I genuinely believe that. The only way I see it not working is if we find out we just aren’t compatible, but I don’t think that’s going to be the case.”

“Me either…”

They both looked up as they heard movement.

“Hey, is everything okay?” Kiara asked, leaning over the edge and looking down at them.

“Yeah, we’re coming up,” Hunter replied.

“All right. We’re making soup from the military rations.”

“Perfect.”

She lingered a moment–he wondered how much she might’ve heard–and then disappeared.

“Are you scared?” Brooke asked suddenly, and he turned his attention back to her. “Of the relationships, I mean. With us.”

“No,” Hunter replied.

“Really?”

“Yeah. Why are you still surprised by that?”

“It’s just...you do remind me of a wolf, more than you know. And...I don’t know. They talk a big game about ‘the pack’ and loyalty, but I ran into so many who would cheat and lie and just drop relationships.”

“Brooke.”

“What?” she asked. “What?” she demanded when he crossed his arms.

“You know what.”

“I know what I saw! I am the one who lived my life, I’m not just hating on them because they’re wolves!”

“Brooke...just because something has a bit of truth mixed in doesn’t make it all the way true. Are wolves truly more likely to cheat and lie? Or did you happen to work in an environment that drew in people who were more likely to do that? And did you then cherry pick the results?”

“Did I what the results?!”

He sighed. “Did you see what you wanted to see, Brooke?” he asked a little more sharply than he meant to.

She opened her mouth, then frowned, then gave a sound of frustration and perhaps disgust, shaking her head quick and hard. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

“I know.”

She began to turn away, clearly flustered, and suddenly she turned back to him, her eyes wide and angry. “Why don’t you hate them!?” she demanded suddenly. “After what they did to us?! What they’re doing to us!?”

“I hate the ones who are committing the atrocities,” Hunter replied as neutrally as he could.

Something he remembered: in the face of extreme emotion, it was best to remain calm. But not too calm, because that just pissed the other person off because it came off like you didn’t give a shit about what they were so worked up about.

But freaking out with them only made it worse.

“Does it really matter?” she pressed.

“Yes, Brooke. It matters. It really, really matters. It matters for a lot of reasons, but Brooke...you can at least see that you’re being a hypocrite.”

“A what!?”

“You’re saying something is bad, but you’re doing it, too. If you say that wolves killing rabbits for the simple fact that they’re rabbits is bad, then you can’t turn around and say that all wolves are bad.” He paused, then sighed heavily, his frustration mounting. “Or shit, again, maybe I’m wrong. I suppose, technically speaking, I haven’t met a wolf who hasn’t tried to kill me or you all.”

Brooke growled, sneered a little. “No. You aren’t wrong. They aren’t all bad. Just…” She threw up her hands in frustration and then walked onto the stairs. “I’m done talking about this.”

“All right,” Hunter replied, relenting.

He followed and she stopped so abruptly he almost ran into her. “I’m not saying you’re wrong, I just can’t deal with this right now.”

“I can respect that. And thank you for letting me know,” he replied.

This felt significant, and in a way was such a relief to be experiencing. She clearly was struggling with the pain of exploring the concept that she might actually be wrong about a core aspect of her beliefs and personality. (And it was pain, in some ill-defined manner. While this was a different universe, it was clear there was enough overlap that they must function the same, and their brain must produce actual pain in response to the notion that it might be wrong.)

But also, she clearly wasn’t...groveling wasn’t quite the word, but he supposed it was close enough. She wasn’t just agreeing with him because she was scared he would abandon her or because she thought she had to, which was pretty crucial to making this relationship an authentic relationship.

They headed back up to the top and found the others waiting for them. Rain was presiding over a simple wood-burning stove with a dented but functional pot stewing on the top. Kiara looked like she’d been pacing and Chloe was sitting on the bed.

“Is everything okay?” Kiara asked once more.

“Yeah, sorry. We were just talking about...difficult things,” Hunter replied. “The most important thing, however, is that we found this.”

He set the bag of toiletpaper on the table.

“Oh wow,” Rain said. “That is a good find.”

“Yep. Got some other stuff, but really it was a bust.” Hunter hesitated as he considered whether or not he would tell them of the mysterious encounter on the hillside. He almost didn’t, but then he decided they needed to be informed.

Hunter looked at the soup.

Tomorrow, though. Tonight needed to be cozy.


CHAPTER 11

“You have got to be shitting me,” Hunter said after he’d eaten the first bite.

“What? What’s wrong?” Rain replied immediately.

“Nothing. This is fucking great.”

“Oh. You sound angry.”

He laughed. “I’m...lamenting. What you made this out of, it’s like MREs in my world. Stands for Meals, Ready to Eat. Basically military rations. And they do not taste all that great. I remember that about my life. And being told a million times that this was just the way it had to be. Either that isn’t true over here or you are an amazing cook.”

“Well, I mean, I’m pretty good…” Rain murmured, smiling a little.

“These aren’t quite military,” Brooke said.

“Yeah, I guess they’re more disaster relief than anything else, but they sure seem like MREs. It’s a pleasant surprise, is all. I thought this was going to be a lot worse.”

“This is our first real meal together,” Kiara murmured. They all looked at her. “I mean, it feels that way, right?”

“Yeah,” Rain replied, and Brooke and Chloe nodded.

“What are you smiling like that about?” Kiara asked when she looked back to him.

“Oh yeah, that’s quite a pleased smile,” Rain murmured.

Hunter chuckled. “Just...you gave me something of a vision. I was imagining telling our kits how we met. I dunno, just got a real clear picture of sitting around a campfire with...uh, however many kits we’re going to end up with, and one of them asks how we met each other...now you all got the same smile I think I had.”

“Hearing our mate fantasize about parenthood is...very nice,” Chloe replied.

“I’ve got a question but it might be uncomfortable,” Brooke said.

“What’s it pertain to?” he replied.

“Your memory, your past life.”

“Ah. Let’s just set a policy now: if you have a question for me, just ask. I don’t mind getting reminded of the fact that I apparently have a lot of memory loss or that whatever life I lived before is now almost certainly locked away from me. I mean, I’ve got some mixed feelings about it, but don’t worry, you aren’t stabbing me with an emotional knife anytime you ask me about my past or my memories. So ask away.”

“Are you sure?” Brooke replied uncertainly.

“Yeah. And if I do find a subject that hurts to talk about, I will let you know.”

“All right. Well...we talked about it a little bit earlier, I think, but now that a bit more time has passed, did you want kits or are you accepting of them?” She paused. “That came out poorly.”

He laughed. “No, that’s a fair question. Having had a little more time to paw through my memories, I think that my thoughts on it were more or less: I want kids, but it’s probably never going to happen. There’s no way I was going to be a father, a real father. No way I was going to leave my wife halfway across the world, seeing her one day out of every hundred, constantly terrified for my safety…” He sighed.

“This seems like it’s making you sad,” Rain murmured.

“No. Well, I mean, I guess it is but just for the past. Or, well, I’m not sad so much as...remembering sadness? I’m happy now. I mean, hopeful, I guess is more accurate. I have you four, I have the Warren to go to and protect. I know I can do the job and I know I’m going to be a father.”

“Well, I mean, you don’t know yet,” Kiara said, almost apologetic. “None of us know for sure if we’re pregnant yet.”

He shared a glance with Chloe. He couldn’t help it. He legit actually tried not to, but his eyes moved on their own.

So did Chloe’s.

And everyone noticed it.

“What...wait, Chloe, do you know?” Kiara asked suddenly.

“You do?” Rain asked.

“Hold on,” Brooke began.

“All right!” Chloe cried, raising her hands, blushing fiercely. “I...took a scan of myself before we left the shelter. I’m sorry! I’m really sorry, I know it was selfish, it isn’t fair–”

“And it said you’re pregnant!?” Rain demanded, almost trembling.

Hunter wondered if this was going to go bad or not. Brooke and Kiara had both become intensely focused on Chloe as well, who seemed to be melting under their combined gazes.

“I…” she murmured, glancing at Hunter seemingly for help.

“Are you pregnant or not!?” Brooke demanded.

“Maybe we should calm down,” Hunter said.

“We have to know!” Kiara cried. “We have to know if it can happen!”

“Oh. Right. Shit. I am not thinking straight lately, I guess…”

“Chloe!” Rain screamed.

“Right, sorry! Yes! I’m pregnant! Three kits!” she declared, then cringed slightly in anticipation of something bad.

All three of them let out differing shrieks of joy and Hunter felt his anxiety collapse. Okay good, they weren’t pissed. The table bumped and jerked as all three of them got up and rushed to Chloe’s side, all of them speaking rapidly, congratulating her, their voices overlapping. Hunter couldn’t help but laugh and smile as he watched.

Chloe was positively beaming and basking in all the attention. He hoped it felt like what she had hoped it would feel like. He felt a pang of sadness at that. She’d spent so long thinking something was wrong with her, and even putting aside that there wasn’t...that was still such a miserable feeling to have to live with.

It felt familiar, and he knew he must have carried something of the same in his past life.

Would it be the same here?

He couldn’t know for sure, but his instincts told him no.

The others sat back down after a bit, going back to their meals, and fixed him with intense gazes.

“...what’s up?” he asked, and then had to sit on the sudden but intensely powerful urge to add ‘doc’ to the end of that. Not that they’d get it.

“You tell us,” Kiara murmured.

“I feel like something’s happening and I’m out of the loop,” he replied uncertainly.

“They...we...are rather enamored of you right now, is all,” Chloe explained. “We kind of just want to eat and follow you in conversation.”

“Hmm. All right. Well...okay, here’s a question: is the kind of relationship we have–the one guy with multiple women–is that unheard of or maybe just uncommon or more common?”

“It’s rare to have this many,” Kiara said, sounding a little more grounded as she spoke about a topic she was familiar with. “But it is not uncommon for a rabbit man to have two wives. Or a wife and a girlfriend who is with him mostly for breeding purposes...will you take on more?”

“Um, probably?” he replied with an awkward shrug. “How do we all feel about that? Because you seem to like the idea. I mean I know we already talked about me breeding other women, but I’m not sure if you also like the idea of adding more ladies to our relationship.”

“I do,” Kiara said.

“Me too,” Rain murmured.

“I would like the idea, yes. More is good,” Chloe agreed.

“I’d be fine with it, although I want a say on who gets involved,” Brooke said.

“That’s very fair.” He paused. “I want to be really, really sure though: we are comfortable with it if I sleep with a woman solely for breeding purposes?” he asked. Chloe snorted as he said ‘sleep with’, but otherwise remained silent.

“I care less about that. I’m just concerned about who I might have to share living space with,” Brooke said.

“Also very fair. Another question: how does everyone feel about a non-rabbit joining?”

“Well, that would be...unusual, but I wouldn’t care,” Kiara said.

“I sure wouldn’t. I just want everyone to be happy,” Rain agreed.

“We would have to consider how we all...interact,” Chloe said.

“It would depend on the race,” Brooke said, then sighed. “And I know, coming from me, not the best point, but it is a valid one.”

“I agree,” Hunter said. “You all know more about how your races interact than I do. Is there an obvious issue?”

“Yeah. The biggest one is that most anyone we’re going to find in this region will be either rabbits or wolves, and I can’t imagine letting a wolf join,” Brooke replied.

“It does seem unlikely,” Kiara murmured.

“Is it possible?” Hunter asked.

“Is what possible?” Brooke replied, losing her smile.

“Could you all coexist with a wolf who was...like you?”

“Like us how?” Brooke pressed, unhappier than ever.

“An innocent in all this. Someone just looking for a place to hide and then a place to live, away from violence.” Brooke didn’t say anything, but she looked at the others, who looked varying shades of uncomfortable. “Well...this is obviously still a touchy subject, and like you said, it’s pretty unlikely we’ll run into that.”

They all seemed to relax as he dropped it. He didn’t want to make them take someone into their lives that they hated or were frightened of, but he didn’t want them to live in blind hate, either.

Blind hatred was what had led to this whole mess in the first place. He was so familiar with how people were that he didn’t even need to know any of their history. It would be about this, it would be about that. One side would say this, the other would say that.

But in the end, it was just hatred and fear, aimed at whoever was most convenient.

Wasn’t it always?

“Who’s turn it is tonight?” he asked, and they all immediately perked up at that.

“I had him last,” Brooke admitted.

“Of course you did, we can smell him on you,” Chloe murmured. “And it’s Kiara’s turn.”

“It’s my turn!” Rain complained.

“Rain, you had him all that night, and you drained him. You took your turn and the next two after that,” Chloe replied firmly. “It’s Kiara’s turn. And I’m sure that once he’s had her, he’ll be happy to have you, too.”

“Yeah, that’s a pretty safe bet,” Hunter said.

“Well...all right then,” Rain replied. “But I get to be held by him tonight!”

…

Sleep found Hunter, but it would not hold him.

He had fun with Kiara, and then with Rain, and he thought that would be enough to knock him out. But they secured the area as best they could, packed so they could leave easily if necessary, and then got settled and snug.

They slept in a row with Brooke against the wall and Hunter against the open side, the girls in between them. Obviously with Rain being spooned by him.

Time passed. Hunter drifted, listened, thought. Began to drift and came back and drifted and came back once again.

Like an irksome fire, sleep would not catch.

He knew what was bothering him, he couldn’t stop thinking about it.

That smell.

Whoever was watching them on the hillside.

Hunter was drifting again when he thought he heard something. He waited, getting a sense of his surroundings, coming awake instantly. None of the others were awake, he could tell by their breathing, and they had pretty finely-tuned senses.

Maybe he’d imagined it.

Hunter waited and listened to the girls’ soft respiration and the quiet night wind whispering through the trees and the occasional groan of the tower’s metal.

He heard nothing.

Still, he couldn’t shake the bad vibes. Hunter carefully disengaged himself from around Rain, but he didn’t have to worry, she slept like the dead. He got up and moved stealthily across the room. He had already mapped out the places where the floor creaked and shifted when stepped. Avoiding those places, he slipped out and took a quick look around.

Nothing. He found nothing, and despite his secret fear, he didn’t smell that strange scent.

Hunter found himself facing the hillside. The moons were out, their pale blue light illuminating a fair amount. He could see the radio tower, the hill, the trees. He waited, staring carefully, trying to catch some hint of movement.

He stood there for nearly fifteen minutes before performing another perimeter check, making sure they were secure, and getting back into bed.

Hunter slept, but it took a while.

He might not know everything about this new world, but he knew one thing for sure: someone was out there.

Someone other than the wolves hunting them.

He hoped he could handle it.

Episode 03 will be out March 1st!

Thanks for reading, reviews and ratings are really appreciated!

OTHER HAREM ADVENTURES

OUR OWN WAY (Modern slice-of-life.)

RAW (Stone age fantasy.)

A WARM PLACE (Post-apocalyptic winter survival.)

HAVEN (Post-apocalyptic monster killing & town building.)

MONSTER GIRL INN (Fantasy adventure slice-of-life.)

GOBLIN GIRLS DO IT BETTER (Fantasy adventure slice-of-life.)

BENEATH THE ASHES (Post-apocalyptic subterranean survival.)

DEAD FREEZE (Sci-fi/horror zombie survival.)

LAKESIDE COUGARS (Contemporary cougar slice-of-life.)


ABOUT ME

I write harem stories. Sometimes survival stories, sometimes slice-of-life, often both. I tend to emphasize things like trust, respect, vulnerability, and communication.

This is my WEBSITE, (www.mistyvixen.com).

This is my TWITTER, (www.twitter.com/Misty_Vixen).

This is my PATREON, (www.patreon.com/MistyVixen).

This is my e-mail address: mistyvixen@outlook.com

Thanks for reading!
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