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CHAPTER 1
 
Something was wrong with Rain.
They were almost ready to go. It had rained softly at some point during the night, while he’d slept, and now it did again. But it was so gentle, so softly misty that it almost didn’t exist. Hunter felt odd, strangely stoic, as he stood watch atop the tower.
He had an impression of little sleep, of restlessness, and that curious sensation where you closed your eyes and then abruptly opened them and it was dawn. And it seemed as if no real time had passed at all. Certainly you didn’t feel rested.
But he did. He did feel rested.
What was in him?
How much enhancement, how much augmentation, how much genetic manipulation had he had done to himself?
Or had done to him?
Hunter still didn’t actually know the terms of his contract. Perhaps he had been a slave, perhaps they’d held someone hostage, perhaps his future, perhaps something else, something more intangible...but if they had, he felt he had been oddly resigned to it.
Had he been comfortable, as a living weapon?
He had idle hopes–perhaps ‘fantasies’ was more accurate–of discovering more with the better technology at the Warren. He found himself thinking of gleaming chrome corridors and shiny, high-tech bays stuffed with glistening technology.
All presided over, of course, by sexy, giggling bunny girls in labcoats and nothing else.
He wondered, as he waited for them to finish getting ready, what exactly it was he’d most been into before now.
Behind him, the girls were talking. Something was wrong.
He turned back, frowning. They were all standing around Rain, who was hugging herself, looking awful.
“Are you sick?” he asked, stepping back inside.
“I’m not sure,” she murmured, but it was in a worrying way, like she’d barely heard him and was too lost in thought to actually have considered the question.
“We can’t stay here,” he said.
“I know,” Rain said. She suddenly made a visible effort to control herself. “I’m all right. I can do this. Just...let’s get started. This is as good as it’s going to get.”
“Stay close to me,” Hunter replied after a moment. “If it really comes down to it, I can carry you.”
“Or I can,” Brooke offered.
“Exactly...what’s wrong? If we can help…”
She shook her head. “No, I just feel bad. I can be a real bitch in the morning. Can we just go? Please?”
“All right,” he said, and looked around.
They hadn’t forgotten anything. Good. He cast one more worried glance at Rain, then reluctantly began leading them back down. Rain still seemed ill, but he couldn’t quite pinpoint how. He unhappily decided that this was probably one of his worst blind spots: mental health. He was familiar enough with depression and anxiety, but that was about as far as his knowledge extended.
He genuinely could not tell if Rain’s ailment was physical or mental or both or neither.
He was just going to have to trust the others to pick up his slack.
They left the watchtower behind and resumed their westbound journey. The rain made everything a bit more unpleasant, but it was at least only a little chilly. Although he found himself wondering if perhaps a ‘little’ to him was a lot to anyone else. He tried to keep checking on them as they tracked down the first trail they needed to find, but they seemed all right.
Except for Rain.
She looked...haunted.
He considered engaging her in conversation, but he had heard the others try to do exactly that and get basically no response in return, and so his mind dried up. He was still considering giving it a shot when he abruptly sensed that she had stopped.
Okay, time to actually face this.
Hunter raised his fist and turned around. He saw Rain’s eyes had welled up with tears.
“How could they do this to us!?” she wailed, and then broke down completely.
She actually fell forward and Hunter had to dash forward to catch her. He scooped her up in his arms and more or less cradled her.
“All those times!” she moaned, hugging him tightly. “I remember in school! Every time I’d see some stupid fucking anti-rabbit racist shit, I’d get mad and scared and really sad, and everyone always said I was so fucking sensitive, too fucking sensitive! But now I know! It’s because I knew this was coming!”
“Shh, Rain,” he whispered, rubbing the back of her head, “shh. You have to be quiet.”
She simply sobbed as quietly as she could manage. The others kept watch as he stood there. For a moment he considered continuing to search for the next path they had to follow, he was sure they were close to where they needed to be, but this was more important in the moment.
They stood there for some five minutes as she cried and sobbed and moaned quietly. And finally she cried herself out, and then he realized she’d fallen asleep.
“Poor Rain,” he murmured.
“Poor Rain,” Kiara agreed.
“She’ll be okay when she gets up,” Brooke said.
They began to walk. “You sure?” Hunter asked.
“It’s been too long since you’ve had a good cry, Hunter. Trust me, it’s like a reset button.”
“I guess I should’ve tried to talk to her more…”
“No, she’s just...having a very hard time,” Kiara murmured. “She’s by far the most sensitive of us.”
“Right, she’s the most sensitive,” Brooke muttered.
“Oh, shut the fuck up!” Kiara snapped, and Chloe snorted. “And you too, bitch!”
“All right,” Hunter said, and they all immediately fell silent. “Interesting.”
“What?” Chloe asked softly.
There! He could see the path now. He began carefully navigating some bushes. “It’s just interesting, how you all immediately fall in line.”
“Mmm, why?” Kiara asked demurely.
“It still feels a little fast. What if I become more of a jerk?”
“Well, the effect wouldn’t last then,” Brooke replied.
“Seriously?”
“Yes. Is your biology different?” Chloe asked.
“Fucking apparently.” He snorted and shook his head. “Fuck’s sake, almost literally everything is better over here. Shit just fucking...works better. I love it over here.” Rain murmured something. They were stepping out onto the path now. “What was that, sweetheart?”
“I had a nightmare,” she muttered, pulling her head a little away from his chest. She yawned. “I had such bad nightmares last night. So bad. And I woke up feeling so, so awful. So...fucked up over everything. And how could they? I don’t understand how they could just be so...evil.”
“Evil lies in all of us, Rain,” he murmured.
“I know,” she said unhappily.
“Then you know the answer.”
She sighed. “Yes. They let the evil win. I guess I still just don’t understand. It doesn’t make any sense at all…”
“And it never will, Rain, not if you’re living the right way. Not if you’re starving the evil,” he replied. “It doesn’t make sense because you aren’t a monster.”
“Oh. I guess that also makes sense.” She yawned. “I’m sorry, I’m so tired, Hunter.”
“I can carry you.”
“For a few hours?”
“Yes.”
“Thank you.” She fell asleep.
“Poor girl,” Brooke murmured.
“She’ll be okay,” he said, rubbing the back of her head. “She’s got steel in her.”
“You can see it, too,” Brooke said softly.
“I can. It’s very well hidden, but she’s tough as any of you. Tough as nails.”
“I’m glad you’re so fond of her,” Chloe said.
“I’m fond of all of you.” He began to say something, but a sudden sustained burst of machine gun fire ripped through the quiet. Rain tensed against him, coming awake, and they all waited. More machine gun fire.
Someone abruptly screamed. It was long and loud and brutally, savagely painful.
Something exploded. More screaming, and then a much bigger explosion that they could actually see the mushroom plume of somewhere worryingly close to the northwest.
“Come on, let’s hurry,” he said, and led them faster.
…
The forest was more alive today, unfortunately.
Hunter was on edge. They had walked the path and he’d carried Rain for nearly two hours before the staccato sound of gunfire grew enough that he got paranoid and set her down. By then she’d had a real nap and was feeling a lot more sturdy.
They spoke little as they finally left the first branch of the path and adjusted course, heading southwest into the deeper woods.
To the Warren. And safety, hopefully.
Hunter listened and watched the world around him, trying to learn. But the more he looked around, the more it felt familiar.
He wondered, suddenly, if that was a function of his genetic manipulation.
He hesitated as he suddenly heard the word ‘adapted’ in his head, the voice the same as the one he remembered explaining whatever they’d shot his brain full of.
“Are you all right?” Rain asked from behind him.
“Yeah. Just...thinking,” he replied. How had she noticed?
“What about?”
“That stuff they injected me with that makes it so that I can learn and speak your language rapidly...I’m wondering if maybe there was more going on there. I think I remember her saying something about how humans are very adaptive, in terms of adjusting to new situations and environments, but they had found some way to make that aspect of us a little bit better.”
“This is fascinating and if you ever remember more, I want to hear about it,” Chloe said.
“Her?” Rain asked, sounding deeply amused.
“The scientist I remember injecting me. I barely remember what she looked like beyond basic details.”
“Did you fuck her?” Kiara murmured.
Hunter began to respond, to tell her that was a ridiculous question, but then he suddenly got slapped with a hard, clear memory.
The scientist, the woman–Gwendoline had been her name–riding him furiously, naked and sweaty, short black hair sticking to a pale face, obscuring her eyes.
“Now you listen here,” she had panted, “don’t tell anyone about this. I’m not supposed to be doing this.”
“Um...yes,” he replied as the memory faded.
“Holy shit, I was joking, seriously?” Kiara asked.
“Yeah. I just now remembered that. We hooked up.”
“Was it hot?” Brooke asked.
“Extremely. She was breaking a rule to do it. I guess I was, too.”
“Very hot,” Chloe murmured.
He chuckled. “Yeah...are you all really sure that you’re going to be comfortable with me having sex with other women?”
“Yes! Stop asking! Just get our permission!” Kiara cried.
He laughed. “Okay, wow!”
“Is there some reason you keep questioning us?” Chloe asked in a gentler tone.
“Sorry,” Kiara said, a little awkwardly. “It’s just...it is a very strange question.”
“So, with the kind of life I was leading before, I do remember a lot of casual sex, but I also didn’t really have any kind of meaningful relationships. And on my world, well...let’s just say that it was still custom to settle down with one person. But I consider these relationships meaningful, so I want to make sure I’m not hurting your feelings or disrespecting you.”
“Hunter…” Kiara said, and her tone was strange. A curious mixture of amusement and very gently chastising teacher. “On this world–just so we can lay it to sleep and we can stop telling you this–we like it when you mate with other women outside of the group.”
“And just so we’re clear: even when it’s casual? With no intent of breeding?”
“Well...yes, but I don’t really understand the distinction now.”
“You seriously think that every woman I hook up with is going to want me to get her pregnant?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.
She snorted. “Hunter, look around: it’s the end of the world. There has basically never been a time more appropriate for every survivor to breed.”
“All right. So, I’ll check with you,” Hunter said.
“If it’s for breeding purposes, you don’t have to, just go for it,” Brooke said.
“She’s right,” Kiara agreed. “We’re going to be quick and fast for the foreseeable future, there might not be time to come find us and ask us all for permission.”
“That’s a good point.”
“But absolutely tell us about it after,” Rain whispered, making them all giggle.
Hunter began to respond, then every alarm bell in his head went off as he caught a whiff of that strange, dark scent.




CHAPTER 2
 
Hunter snapped his fist up as he drew his pistol with his other hand.
“I smell it again,” he said.
Brooke whispered a curse. “I don’t.”
“It was faint, it’s gone now. But I think…” He turned south. “I think it came from this direction.”
“So we can avoid it, then?” Rain asked hopefully.
“Maybe…” Hunter said, but this felt like an opportunity.
The others remained silent as he flicked the safety off his pistol and settled it comfortably into his grasp. He considered it and came to a decision.
“We’re going to investigate. I’m not comfortable splitting up, so we all stick together. Weapons out, pay attention, stay quiet. We’ll search for five minutes and if we haven’t found anything by then, we give it up and move on. You see anything, smell anything, hear anything weird, let me know. Quietly. Got it?”
They all nodded, looking varying levels of concerned. Although admittedly they all also looked varying levels of curious, with Chloe being the most curious of all. He supposed that made sense, given her background.
Brooke mostly looked anxious. He knew how she felt. This person...thing? Whatever it was, it was dangerous. Lethal. That was hardcoded into its scent, he knew that much.
Hunter reconsidered it briefly, just in case this was perhaps stupider than he thought it might be, but ultimately settled on his initial decision.
Five minutes, not a second more.
He followed the best guess his instincts had for where the scent might have come from, plunging into the denser woods off the path they’d been following. He moved dead south for about a hundred feet, then hesitated, then began drifting left and right.
He was just about to reconsider again when he caught another whiff of it, stronger this time. And from the way Brooke and one of the others (Kiara, it had been Kiara, his mind whispered) inhaled deeply, he knew they could smell it, too.
“This way,” he murmured and hurried on.
They moved through a clearing and splashed across a burbling creek. They quickly became aware of the scent of blood. Freshly spilled blood.
Wolf blood.
And something else, too.
Not the bad scent (it was getting stronger, though), but some other scent, some other type of blood he hadn’t smelled yet.
“What is that?” he muttered.
“Not sure,” Brooke replied after a long pause.
They kept going and suddenly came into another small clearing. Well, here was the blood. A lot of blood. And bits of people. He saw a few fingers, a tongue, and a deflated eyeball.
And shell casings.
A lot of spent shell casings.
“Oh, no,” Rain whispered and turned away.
“Yeah, don’t look,” Hunter said, stepping slowly into the clearing. “Maybe back off a bit. Brooke, keep watch.”
“Yep,” she muttered, then cleared her throat.
There was something among the blood and gory remains. Something that looked absolutely crucial. Something they needed.
A radio.
It was an earpiece kind, but it had a broadcast function. He frowned as he wiped the blood and the little bit of ear still clinging to the padding, then winced slightly at the gooey sensation it gave him as he settled it into place and turned it on.
He could sense that the bodies had been dragged off further south and he was sorely, sorely tempted to go after them. Even on his own.
Something bad had happened here. Something strange and mysterious and downright terrifying, and he wanted to know what foe he faced. Was this some other race that was far ahead of everyone else, technologically? Was it some mysterious creature? Something else entirely?
But right now was not the time to indulge in this, tempting though it was.
It was just too risky. He was under-equipped and had too much to lose right now. So he rejoined them outside of the clearing and then finished adjusting the radio.
“Let’s see if we can pick anything up,” he muttered.
He began to say something else but a voice suddenly cut in. It was a man with a faint accent, though he couldn’t place it. He was breathing heavily, almost panting. When he spoke, he sounded enraged, absolutely furious.
“We ran into another one of those fucking things!” he snarled. “You said the way was going to be fucking clear, Base! You said it was a fucking fluke!”
A pause, static. “We really thought it was.” The voice sounded apologetic.
“Where the hell are they even coming from? What even are they!?”
“The tigers brought them!” another voice from what sounded like near the first speaker snapped.
“Are you kidding me?! Them!? They don’t know their tail from their teeth with technology. And this is...I’m not sure what the fuck it is but I recognize technology when I see it.”
“Listen, Alpha Team–” Base began, but was swiftly cut off.
“Look, what the fuck do you want us to do!? Because we can’t handle more of these things, not with this few men. I need at least half a dozen more guys, fully armed, because these things are tough and fast. What the fuck are they!?”
“We don’t know–” Base began, but the other voice cut them off, the quieter one.
It was suddenly closer. “The fucking rabbits made ‘em!”
“You think?” Alpha Team leader muttered. “Could be. They got no fucking guts, no strength, but they got brains somewhere in there.”
“No way,” another voice declared. “Gimme a break. Brains in a rabbit?”
“No, I seen them. Some of them are really smart.”
“Listen up!” Base snarled, someone new taking over the radio on that end. “Carry on with your mission, and no more fucking whining! You all know what’s at stake! Don’t call back until it’s to ask for extraction. Base, out.”
“...fucker,” the initial voice growled and then the transmission cut off.
“Fuck,” Brooke whispered. “That’s...oh, man. We’re in trouble.”
“What the hell do you guys have out here in these woods?” Hunter muttered as he looked around anxiously. “They kept saying ‘it’ and ‘them’ and ‘these things’.” He sighed suddenly. “I fucking knew it, I knew there was something weird around.”
He frowned deeply as he looked back towards the blood-soaked clearing.
“We should go,” Kiara whispered, fear staining her words.
“I have to go back,” Hunter muttered.
“What!? Why!?” Brooke hissed.
“I wasn’t going to because it was too dangerous, but the formula has changed. It looks like it was at least a decently armed squad that was hit. Now...I think I need to risk it. We need better guns, we need armor, we need explosives. If we run into one of those things…”
“Then we run,” Kiara said.
“And if it’s faster? If we can’t run? We don’t even know what it is yet, Kiara.”
“...I don’t want you to go,” she whispered.
He felt himself soften, just a little. “I know, but I’m making this call. You all stay right here and be ready to go running. If I say ‘code red’, or rather shout it, then start running west until I catch up with you, which shouldn’t be too long.”
They all looked varying levels of anxious, but no one argued with him.
“Just...please be careful,” Kiara said when they looked to her. “We can’t lose you.”
“I know,” he said, “and I promise to be careful. I’ll be back as fast as I can. Just...be ready and be alert.”
“We will,” Brooke promised.
Hunter wanted to say more, but there was no time. He simply nodded tightly, turned, and hurried off.
“What the fuck am I doing?” he whispered as he hit the bloody clearing and passed through.
He didn’t even need to go looking for the trail, it was so obvious between the smear of blood along the ground and the broken branches. He tried to get a sense for what might’ve done this. Again, Hunter tasted fear. True fear.
It was chilling and made him seriously consider turning back.
But he heard nothing, saw nothing, no indication of a trap. He kept following the path, which abruptly veered to the left. Moving through a pair of thick trees, Hunter stepped into another clearing. This one was larger and had a slanting shadow across it from a rocky outcropping above. Below the outcropping, a cave entrance.
In front of that cave entrance, strewn about, were some choice bits of gear.
Part of it screamed trap, but the rest of him decided it was too perfect to be a trap. Or maybe he was just telling himself that. He could see into the cave when he activated his nightvision for a second and saw that although the blood trail led in there, nothing was waiting in the gloom.
Fine, it was good enough.
Hunter hurried forward, casting worried glances every which way, and grasped the first thing he found: a pump action shotgun and a box of shells. Then he grabbed the next thing: a compact submachine gun, sleek and black and beautiful, with a few bloodied magazines spilled next to it. And then finally: two bulletproof vests.
As soon as he grasped the second one, he was slammed with the cellular awareness that something was watching him, or had become aware of him.
He swallowed, looking slowly up into the cave from where he crouched not ten feet in front of it. He saw nothing, but then he heard the distinct sound of something heavy being set down against rocks. Movement.
His courage broke and, grasping the vests, he ran.
“Code red! Code red!” he shouted as he sprinted back the way he’d come.




CHAPTER 3
 
He caught up with the girls before they’d made it a hundred feet and then led them for about another thousand before finally stopping.
“What happened? What happened?!” Brooke panted.
“Shh!” he snapped, then rapidly made the ‘get down and hide’ motion.
The girls vanished. Hunter loped back around, checking the way he’d come a hundred feet back, looking for any signs at all that whatever it was had followed him. But he saw nothing, heard nothing, smelled nothing.
He wheeled back and gathered them up quickly and then led them on for another quarter mile through the woods before finally stopping again.
“I didn’t see it,” he began, all of them staring at him with wide eyes. “I found a cave it had dragged the bodies to. Found some stuff. Like this.” He tossed one of the vests to Brooke, who caught it with a soft grunt, then began setting aside the weapons he’d found so he could pull on his own vest. “I heard something for sure in there. Got the fuck out of there. I guess it didn’t follow.”
“But what was it?” Rain pressed anxiously.
“I don’t know. The only real sense I have is that it’s probably around my height, or shorter. It would have to be pretty damn strong. There was just one of them that was dragging all the bodies back to a cave.”
“I’m so scared,” Chloe whispered.
“I know,” he murmured, absently putting an arm around her.
She immediately clung to him, then so did Rain, and then Kiara. Brooke looked like she wanted to but was finishing with her vest. She frowned as she tightened it a bit.
“It’ll be all right,” he said.
“I’m less sure of that now,” Brooke muttered. She eyed his weapons as he put them back on. “Can I get that submachine gun?”
“No, Arms, you get the shotgun,” he replied, passing it to her.
She sighed but accepted it. “Yeah, I figured you’d say that, I just wanted the SMG.”
“I understand, but–”
“But I’ll be responsible for close-range defense, which means the shotgun makes the most sense, especially considering I can handle it, thanks to my strength training,” she said.
“Exactly. Knew you’d understand. Now, uh, according to the map, we should be pretty close to the first of the campgrounds. We should stop there, see if maybe there’s people there, or supplies at least.”
“I would like that,” Rain whispered. “I want to see other people.”
“Me too,” Chloe murmured.
“Let’s go. I need to think,” Hunter said, and led them off.
…
It took him a little longer than he would have liked to get there, meaning he was rattled. There was no other explanation for being off in his calculations. He was sure they were about five minutes away at a swift pace but it took almost fifteen minutes and he nearly doubled back to make sure they were still on track.
They finally found a road that was little more than a dirt track and followed it south until it came to a gravel parking lot with half a dozen more dirt paths leading off of it.
Hunter looked down each of them, but none of them really stood out. Each snaked off into the woods, twisting and twining until they slipped out of sight. He picked one and started walking down it. He was trying to keep his cool, but it was getting difficult.
What the fuck had that thing been?
Part of him, a large part, thought that if he could see it, he’d feel better, because he would at least know what he was dealing with.
Another, smaller but very potent part of him whispered that he had no idea if that was true.
Whatever that thing was, it had apparently taken out a squad of armed wolves.
And apparently there was more than one of them.
They followed the dirt path for a time, passing a few empty campsites, little more than dirt lots with a grill, picnic table, and chairs. Finally, they came around a turn in the road and found an occupied campsite. At least occupied in the sense that it had a tent. It was bright blue and orange and it flapped in the gentle wind.
Hunter began approaching, studying the tent carefully.
He suddenly saw a green eye staring at him through a rip in the fabric and snapped his gun up.
“Identify yourself!” he demanded as he heard a shriek and the eye disappeared.
It sounded like a woman, a young woman, almost certainly a civilian.
He sighed and relaxed. “It’s all right, you can come out, nice and slow. We won’t hurt you.”
A pause, then Kiara spoke up. “We’re friendly. We’re rabbits.”
Somehow he knew it was a rabbit person in there. After a moment, the eye reappeared in the hole. “He isn’t a rabbit,” she said timidly.
“I know, but he won’t hurt you. We trust him with our lives. He’s a soldier who’s protecting us,” Kiara replied calmly.
That seemed to do it. The woman that emerged unsteadily from the tent was thin, young, and blonde. Her face was dirty and her clothes were torn and stained, her hair was a nest. She didn’t seem to have anything on her but the sweatshirt and jeans she wore.
“Oh, goodness,” Chloe whispered, and moved hurriedly over to the girl. “Are you hurt?”
“Some cuts and scrapes,” she murmured, “I don’t think anything else...do you have any food? I’m so hungry.”
“Here,” Rain said, jogging over with her canteen and one of the sealed food packs. “Don’t eat or drink too fast.”
“Thank you,” she whispered, then drank from the canteen and began ripping open the food as Chloe checked her over.
“What’s your name?” Kiara asked as she and Brooke joined the group.
“Nicole.” Now she looked uncertainly again at Hunter. “Who are you?”
He knew she wanted to ask ‘what are you?’. He wished he could solve this by slapping a pair of bunny ears on his head, because he absolutely would, but then he’d still have his ears and weird face to account for.
“My name is Hunter. I had some genetic work done to make me a better soldier. It made me look weird. I don’t really want to talk about it,” he replied.
“Oh.” She seemed to struggle a little. “Sorry.” She seemed to struggle a little more.
“Nicole, he is our mate,” Chloe said quietly. “You can trust him as you can trust us.”
“Oh,” she repeated, but in a different tone, and she relaxed. “Thank you. For, um, all this.” She went back to eating.
“Have you seen any hostiles around?” Hunter asked, feeling impatient.
From the way her face immediately screwed up and tears began to fall down her cheeks, he knew the answer before she spoke.
“Yes. Wolves. I was with a group and then we got attacked by wolves last night and everyone ran and now I can’t find them. I can’t find anyone!”
“Shh,” Hunter murmured as soothingly as he could. “We have to keep quiet. It’s dangerous.”
“I’m sorry. I’m so scared.”
“I know. Listen, we’re going to protect you and try to help you find your friends.”
“Really!?” she asked, perking up immediately.
“Yes. Take a moment to finish up, then you can start guiding us, retracing your steps as best you can. Me and Brooke here are excellent trackers,” he replied.
Brooke nodded tightly. “We’ll find them...were your parents with them?”
“No. They’re far away right now,” she replied, then set the food and drink aside and hugged herself suddenly. “I don’t even know if they’re alive. I was here taking classes. My neighbor was the only person I knew in the group, she kind of takes care of me.”
“We’ll find her,” Rain said.
Hunter wanted to temper that but didn’t. This poor woman looked like she was hanging on by a thread. So he held his peace and instead secured the perimeter while instructing Brooke to check the tent for supplies.
Five minutes later, Nicole was tentatively pointing them northwest and they had found the tent to be empty except for some socks and a t-shirt that Brooke snagged and stuffed into her pack. Hunter led the way with Brooke, both of them splitting their attention between tracking and defending. They were headed back into dangerous territory.
As if they’d ever left it.
It wasn’t too hard to pick up her trail and follow it back. They moved through woods in terse silence, the only sound that of distant gunfire and whispered conversation between the new girl and Rain.
As he led them onward, Hunter began to get a grasp of his psyche, and began to worry.
It was clear to him now that whenever he had an immediate goal to focus on, it was not just easy but almost automatic that he shoved aside the bigger, darker concerns. Which would explain why he was so good at what he did. The last world he had come from had been nothing but darkness and danger, so he’d throw himself constantly into work.
But what about the downtime?
What about when it came time for him to be a father? A partner? A friend?
What happened when it got quiet?
He had an idea that he was a rather anxious person, and he felt most comfortable when out in the field like this. Either way, it was easy enough to let go, even if the bad emotions lingered ominously. Hunter slipped through a pair of trees, hopped over a narrow creek, ducked under a branch, and then jerked to a halt as he heard a voice.
He snapped his fist up and heard Nicole gasp softly as probably Brooke put a restrictive hand on her. He made the hide motion and then drew his pistol.
He heard three voices–no, four–coming from dead ahead. Three men and a woman. Somehow he could tell all three men were wolves. The woman was a rabbit. And he pieced together what was happening before he even saw them.
Hunter hurried forward, putting his stealth and speed to work.
He could hear crying and felt an old, old ember of hatred flare up almost overwhelmingly. He stomped on it a few times, beat it into the shape he needed it to be: cold fury. Hunter kept slipping through the trees, fast and quiet, and quickly got a sense of their locations.
There, in a small clearing that was hardly even a clearing: a rabbit woman was on the ground, staring up in abject terror at three wolves who were standing over her. It was pretty easy to see what was about to happen.
Hunter stepped into the exact position he needed to be, raised his pistol, and squeezed the trigger three times in rapid succession.
Three wolves dropped as their blood-brain barriers were breached. The rabbit woman let out a shriek and then locked eyes with Hunter. She stared at him with a kind of dreamlike horror as he advanced on her, lowering the pistol.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.
“What are you?” the woman whispered.
He could see her senses coming back to her, but not in any kind of useful way. She wasn’t calming down, she was coming out of her paralyzed state and getting ready to flee.
“I found Nicole, she’s with us, she’s safe,” he said.
That snapped her out of the mounting fear, short-circuiting it and making her come a bit more firmly back to the present without making her panic. Or, at least, panic in a way that made her flee.
“You found Nicole!? Is she hurt!?” she demanded, all fear for herself vanishing as she got back to her feet.
“She’s not hurt, she’s all right. Was this all of them?” he asked, looking down at the dead wolves.
These ones had military gear and uniforms. And one of them had been pretty big and built. Perfect.
“Yes, this was it,” she replied. “Now where is Nicole?”
Hunter gave the all clear and called the others over.




CHAPTER 4
 
Hunter felt a bittersweet joy as he saw Nicole and the other woman reunite with a hug and happy tears.
He listened to Chloe inform the new woman–who he learned was named Diane from her and Nicole’s frantic conversation–that she was a doctor and wanted to look her over. Kiara and Rain hovered nearby, seemingly ready to help if it became necessary.
Brooke was standing near him, looking uncertainly as he began stripping the biggest corpse of its uniform and body armor.
“You sure that’s a good idea?” she muttered.
“Yes, and you need one of these uniforms, too,” Hunter replied.
“But they’re wolf military uniforms!” she snapped.
Hunter grasped a patch that was a silhouette of a howling wolf head against a full pale moon and ripped it off, then threw it away. “Now it’s not. Now it’s camouflage. Which we need.”
She was silent for a moment, then she sighed heavily and simply nodded and turned away, standing guard and letting him get on with it.
“Where are the others?” he asked.
“They’re dead,” Diane replied flatly. She scoffed quietly. “Except for my now former husband and the bitch he ran off with.”
“I’m sorry he did that,” Nicole said softly.
“It’s a thing that happened,” she replied, her tone growing more businesslike. She seemed to have regained control of herself very quickly. “What happens now?”
Hunter realized she’d addressed him. He was in the process of stripping off his own clothes now that he’d gotten the first uniform off.
“Now, you come with us,” he replied. “We’re making for the Warren. You heard of it?”
“Yes, although I assumed it was a myth,” Diane said. “It’s real?”
“Yes, we’ve confirmed it’s real,” Kiara replied. “It’s not too far away.”
“And we can come with you?”
“Yes,” Hunter said. “We’re going to help and save who we can along the way.”
“Are you with the military, then? And which military?” Diane asked uncertainly.
He could feel her eyes on him as he finished stripping down to his boxers and socks. He glanced over and saw both her and Nicole were staring. Nicole looked away quickly, her cheeks turning red, but Diane didn’t.
For a moment he considered the possibility. Well, Diane was recently divorced and Nicole wasn’t as young as he’d initially taken her for. He’d guess early twenties, especially knowing she was a college student.
“I’m not with any military,” he replied. “My story...is complicated. Suffice to say: I am here for the defending of rabbits and innocents who are caught in the crossfire of this fucking nightmare. And I’m extremely good at it.”
“Clearly,” she muttered, looking down at the corpses. “I barely even realized what was happening before all three of them were dead. But I don’t understand, I thought the Warren was a military project.”
“No, it’s a private project,” Kiara replied.
“Wait,” Hunter said as he finished belting his pants into place. “That government contact. That got us into the Evergreen computers.”
“What about it?” Chloe asked.
“So I was willing to let that little mystery go for now, but with what’s been going on over the past few days, with the weird shit in the woods…”
“Oh,” Kiara said, the penny dropping. “Um. Shit. Are those connected?”
“Wait, what weird shit?” Diane asked.
“We’ve overhead some wolves talking over their radio about some kind of new threat they weren’t prepared to face in the woods. And it’s kicking their ass.”
“Good,” Nicole muttered.
“Yep, good. But it might kick our ass, too.”
“Oh.”
“Exactly. So, have you seen or heard or smelled anything weird? Anything at all?” Both of them thought about it, then shook their heads slowly. “Well, I guess that’s for the best. If you had, you might not be here to say otherwise.” He finished getting dressed and pulled his vest back on. “You two are good to come along with us to the Warren?”
“Yes,” they both replied immediately.
“Perfect. We’ve got some ground rules to cover. We’re moving through dangerous territory and the best way to do that is to all be on the same page. Or, uh, all be using the same set of rules consistently. Now, do either of you two know how to work a gun?”
“I do,” Diane said.
“I mean...I think so. But I’ve never actually, like, shot one before,” Nicole murmured uncertainly.
“That’s fine. Here.”
He quickly checked over two of the three pistols he’d found among the wolves (no other weapons, these fuckers were sorely under-equipped), then passed them in their holsters and showed Nicole how to attach hers to her pants. Diane didn’t need assistance. He then passed them one spare magazine apiece.
“Safeties are on, don’t use them unless you absolutely have to,” Hunter said as he began hastily stripping down the second corpse. “Quick and quiet is how we’re going to do this.”
“Good for us,” Diane said, looking over her pistol before replacing it in the holster.
Hunter started explaining the rules to them as he kept salvaging supplies.
…
Apparently, they had been heading for a ranger’s station.
Hunter had marked it on their map when he’d initially been charting their route and it just about lined up with them being able to reach it somewhere around nightfall. Although given the increasing amount of gunfire he was hearing…
Every time he heard more gunfire, he felt a stab of anger.
There were rabbits out there fighting for their lives in a battle they were ill-equipped for. Based on everything he’d seen so far, the wolves tended to be bigger and stronger than the average rabbit. They seemed a lot more capable of violence and warfare.
He wanted to study their history and politics, but Hunter would bet something important that the situation was as it appeared: the wolves were suffering, somehow, and someone took advantage of that by aiming their anger at an innocent group and forging rage into hate.
It was disappointing how easy that was to do.
And how common it was.
His memories were scrambled or missing, but Hunter knew that he was antithetical to ‘might makes right’. Anytime some big, strong douchebag or a fucking loser with a gun started trying to swing their dick around and act tough, he was happy to step up and knock some teeth out if it was necessary.
Besides, by their own philosophy, he was doing them a favor.
Might made right, and he was mightier than them, so they would have to concede that he was right.
Except that it wasn’t about being right, it was about being in control and doing whatever you wanted with zero consequences.
Hunter was very happy to be a walking consequence.
As they pressed west, the forest grew denser, less habitable, harder to navigate. Which was a gift and a curse for them. It meant that there was a smaller chance they’d run into hostiles, but it also meant they’d have to take longer.
They moved over and down hills, through the densely packed trees, around a couple of small, murky ponds they came to. There was little in the way of conversation, and anytime some whispered back and forth started up, it wasn’t too long before it was terminated by a not-so-distant spat of gunfire or an explosion.
At some point he became aware of the fact that it was approaching noon and when he heard someone’s stomach growl, he decided it was time for a break.
He walked them for another five minutes before coming to a small, secluded pond in a nice little copse with a fairly dense canopy overhead and called it.
“Break for lunch,” he said.
They all made varying sounds of relief and he suddenly wondered if he’d been going too hard. Have to keep an eye on that. They all sat down in a cluster at the pond’s edge and began getting settled. Nicole and Diane seemed especially appreciative of this fact. They broke out the food and the drink and got to eating.
It became obvious to him that their two latest additions were still having trouble with him. They more or less seemed to trust him, but both were still giving him odd, quick looks.
“I guess if you’ve got a question, you can ask,” he said finally.
Everyone paused in their meals, looking first to him, then the others.
“I...don’t want to cause problems. Or seem ungrateful,” Nicole murmured.
Diane was less hesitant. “I guess I’m just so curious about what you are. I mean, you say you’re a genetically engineered soldier, but...you just look so...different. But not in obvious ways, it’s all in subtle ways. I’m sorry, I’m being rude. I’m just...my brain is kind of scrambled from everything.”
“I’m not offended,” Hunter replied. “The truth is...I can’t remember. The process that turned me into a super soldier kept my training, experience, and abilities intact, but I don’t remember much about myself.”
“Oh. I’m so sorry.”
He shrugged. “While I don’t have memories of my past life, I do have...impressions. And the impression I’m largely getting is that my life before now wasn’t all that fantastic. And the life I have now...I mean, I don’t mean to be callous, but I’m a lot happier here and now.”
“How?” Nicole asked softly.
“Because I can do what I was trained to do: protect the innocent. And I’m very good at it.”
“Yes, you are,” Brooke murmured.
“Clearly,” Diane said. “We’re extremely lucky to have you. I just...you’re such a mystery. I’ve never seen anyone who looks like you, your facial structure...I’m sorry, I’m being so rude. It isn’t that you’re unattractive or repulsive, just...different.”
“Very different,” Rain murmured, smiling serenely.
“So...wait, you’re all mated?” Diane asked suddenly.
“Correct,” Kiara replied as Hunter nodded.
“Oh. Are you...expecting?”
“I am,” Chloe said.
“The rest of us don’t know yet, but probably,” Kiara replied. She paused, then smiled. “If we aren’t, it isn’t for lack of trying.”
“I see,” Diane murmured, and Hunter noticed both her and Nicole were blushing now. Their eyes a little wide, they both went back to eating their meals.
The silence went on for a few minutes more and he almost tried to start up some new conversation to help dispel the awkwardness. Or was it awkwardness? But then Diane suddenly got a serious look on her face and looked back to him.
“I’m confused, are you all with the...whatever it was called, foundation? The Warren? I mean are you part of the plan or something?” she asked.
“Oh no, absolutely not,” Kiara replied. “I had heard rumors about the Warren and the Evergreen Foundation. We managed to actually break into the Foundation a few days ago and discovered that the Warren does, in fact, exist. It should be finished and up and running by now. Or at least occupied and ready to receive us.”
“And they’ll just...take us in?” Nicole asked uncertainly.
“Of course, that’s why they built it. For this exact purpose: to preserve the rabbit race in the face of this...unpleasantness. And they are going to need every last one of us.”
“Especially him,” Diane said, looking back to Hunter. “Because none of us really know how to fight. Not like the wolves.”
Hunter flicked a glance to Brooke, to see if she would refute that, but she didn’t. She just frowned and looked down at the pond in a bleak, contemplative silence.
He wondered about that. Wondered how much of that was psychological. Every instinct he had told him that Brooke could be a great soldier, a swift warrior, surging with confidence and competence. He was sure of it.
“Finish eating, we need to keep moving,” he said finally.




CHAPTER 5
 
They walked until they found the ranger’s station.
It was an interesting paradox, that walk. The farther they managed to make it without running into any further actual live threats, the more paranoid they became and the more tension rose. The rain had stopped and the sun had come out a bit.
That, combined with the good luck and the way the land smoothed out after another hour of walking past that pond they’d stopped at, brought them to the station with perhaps an hour of good daylight left.
He didn’t like the looks of the station, welcome though the building was.
“Wow,” Kiara whispered.
“Looks like they got hit hard,” Brooke muttered. “We sure this is a good idea?”
“Right now it’s still our best idea,” Hunter replied firmly. “Everyone stay here and stay quiet. I’ll scout the area and then let you know.”
“We’re ready,” Brooke replied with a tight nod.
He loped off into the gray sunlight.
All around him, the trees whispered with the soft winds of autumn. They carried the promise of winter, tinged with a gently deepening chill that he knew would grow teeth as twilight settled in. The treeline was fairly dense behind him and to the right, forming a good perimeter. The station was built onto a shelf of land, which finished the perimeter.
He wanted to see what this commanding view would show him, but first he needed to be sure it was safe here. He noticed that the depth at which the building was planted into the ground seemed odd to him, too deep, and he realized that perhaps it would make sense, given these were rabbits who were building this.
He slipped up the stairs to the wraparound wooden porch and cautiously peered into one of the broken windows.
All the windows in the station had been broken out. Bullet holes and blood marred the walls, and the floor and ceiling even, he saw as he looked inside. There were dead bodies, rabbits mostly, a few wolves. He sighed softly and wished there was more time.
Hunter moved quickly into the room and then swiftly through it. The main area was broad and open, scattered with desks and chairs and shelves. Supplies and trash was everywhere, but Hunter’s eyes already picked out a handful of useful items among the rubbish. He checked out the only other doors.
One led to a bathroom, and another led to a stairwell. He flicked on the flashlight mounted on the end of his SMG out of habit more than anything else, briefly considered switching to his own nightvision, and ultimately decided against it.
Downstairs, it was much more homey and even comfy. A real rabbit’s nest. He saw beds, mostly, with a few dressers and several sitting areas where you might play cards or share a meal. Hunter paused as he felt an unexpected warmth in his chest. It was more than happiness but less than nostalgia, and he realized with a painful twinge that he’d never really had that.
He’d dreamed of it, though.
But that was the warmth. He was home, finally. Among people who were the most like him, and he like them.
This is where he belonged.
Hunter finished checking the place out, finding another bathroom and a few closets, none of which held anything living. Nor, thankfully, any more corpses.
Returning to the upstairs, he took a moment to walk to the south side of the porch and looked out over the land below.
It stretched out before him, mostly woodlands, though there was a very large clearing just below him. It reached out to a small lake to the right, and then down to a garage to the left, tucked away at the edge of dense woodland.
Hunter felt his heart skip a beat.
That garage had a vehicle partially in and out of it. What looked to be a pretty hearty equivalent to a jeep in decent condition.
Shit. That’d chop their journey down to nothing. They could be there in an hour, two max. Provided the roads through the woodlands weren’t that bad, and so far they hadn’t been. It carried risks, to be sure, but so did doing it the other way.
No, this was too useful.
Hunter walked to the other edge of the walkway and whistled sharply. “We’re good! Come on! Hurry! Got good news and bad news! Don’t look inside the building!”
They appeared and scurried across the open space, joining him on the porch. Brooke and Chloe looked, so did Diane. Brooke and Diane paled, and Chloe frowned deeply, but no one said anything.
“This place is empty and there’s a safe place for us to burrow down for the night and sleep safely,” Hunter said. “But there’s a lot of dead bodies in there. Most of them rabbits. Looks like a shootout. You’ll have to see it to get to the burrow. I’m warning you now. Here’s the good news: there’s a garage with a vehicle down there that looks intact. I want to investigate. Who knows cars?”
“I do,” Diane said, stepping forward. “I know cars.”
Brooke looked at her uncertainly. “I do, too, but you’ll want me here, guarding.”
“I do want that, yes. Thank you, Brooke. Um...okay, Diane is with me. We’ll check it out. I want Brooke and Chloe searching the top of the ranger’s station for supplies. Anything useful that survived intact or even mostly intact. Whatever you can find. Kiara, Rain, and Nicole, go down into the burrow and start getting the bedding ready. We need to sleep, but don’t get settled yet. We need to practice running.”
“Running?” Kiara asked uncertainly.
“Yes, we need to do a few test runs of evacuation in case something goes wrong in the middle of the night. Just trust me. It won’t take that long.”
“All right. You know best. We’ll get everything ready,” she replied, and the others nodded.
He nodded back, very grateful, and then looked at Diane and tilted his head. She followed him down off the porch, then down the road that led into the clearing beyond. He studied her a bit more as they walked. Up close, she had the appearance of a woman settling gently and finely into middle age. If he had to guess, he’d put her in her early to mid forties, but imagined she’d frequently be mistaken for being in her mid thirties.
She had an air of quiet competency, something the women in this world–or perhaps just this race–seemed to share. She was afraid, he could tell that much, but her fear was kept distant and diminished. He imagined she was remarkably competent and couldn’t imagine running off with a different woman if he had married her.
If a woman like this had given you her heart, there was nothing else you could possibly want.
“What’s your story?” he asked, trying to get something of a conversation going.
“Rather sad, given the circumstances,” she replied. “But you did save my life, and saved me from being ripped apart rather unpleasantly by those three. Nice shots, by the way. But I was much like her, like Nicole. I was little more than a farm girl who dreamed of being a big city teacher. And I was sharp. Smart. I earned some high aptitudes and got a scholarship to the same university she was going to. I came out here at eighteen.
“Spent five years earning my degree, became a teacher, landed a job in the city at one of the middle schools. Got through four years. Tough years. And then...right before the beginning of the fifth year, when I would’ve gotten tenure, several of the other teachers came to me and told me if I didn’t quit, they’d make my life miserable. They didn’t like me. They didn’t want me around. So, I quit.”
“Oh. Wow. Fuck. I’m really sorry,” he muttered.
“Thank you. It was pretty bad, but it was a while ago. I was twenty seven years old. I’m forty two now. I spent three years sort of drifting through jobs. I spent a year at a shelter with no job, just sort of existing. It was like I was broken, and trying to put the pieces back together, but they wouldn’t stay together. When I finally did manage it...I had changed. I was harder, angrier, more bitter, but more confident.
“Took on a job as a secretary at a research clinic. Thought maybe I could learn to be a researcher, but then found that I was rather better at being an instructor, teaching others. Big surprise. So I learned it, took the test, became an instructor by thirty two. That was about when I met my husband.” She fell silent, and when he looked at her, he saw the most intense expression of bitter hatred he could remember.
“Oh, wow,” he said.
“I gave it up for him,” she growled, and he saw her tremble with anger. “He could not...he had no seed to give. A genetic disorder. I still wanted kits, and he still wanted kits, but refused any other’s kits. I couldn’t even get artificially bred. I gave up so much...and then he runs off at the first sign of real trouble with some little slut half his age.”
Diane stopped and looked at him suddenly. He stopped with her, they were about halfway to the garage and he had yet to see any sign of danger.
“Will you give me your seed? Will you breed me?” she asked, her voice flat and serious.
“Yes,” he replied, after some hesitation. “But…”
“What? Will it cause problems with your other mates? I can reason with them,” she said.
“No, no, it isn’t that. We’ve spoken of this already, they want me to breed anyone I can. It’s just...I mean, is it safe?”
She frowned, her confusion plain. “I don’t understand. Safe? Yes. Why wouldn’t it be safe? Unless there’s something about your genetic engineering…”
“No, not that. I mean, um, because you’re too...well, aren’t you too old to safely give birth?” he asked cautiously.
Now her confusion was more plain. “What? No. That doesn’t...I don’t understand. Why would I be too old and get pregnant? If I’m too old to do it safely, I just won’t get pregnant. I’ll probably end up with just one kit, because I’m as old as I am, but I can definitely do it safely. Why do you ask this?”
“I, uh…” He sighed and chuckled awkwardly. “I forgot a few things more than just my past. Including sex education. So...sorry.”
“Oh.” At first she smiled, but then she lost it. “I’m sorry, it isn’t amusing.”
He gave her a conspiratorial smile. “It’s a little amusing.”
She laughed, relieved. “I guess.” Then she was serious again. “But will you? Truly?”
“Yes.”
“Tonight?”
“Yes.”
“Thank you,” she whispered, and they started walking again. Though before they’d gone more than a dozen steps, she stopped again and grabbed his wrist. “Will you keep going until we’re sure that I’m pregnant?”
“Yes,” he replied, “I will do that.”
She nodded and they resumed walking.
A few moments later, they were approaching the garage. He had her wait while he checked it out. The garage door had closed on the roof of the jeep, but it didn’t seem to matter. The car was built tough, although he could tell even from outside that it had taken some damage.
As he poked through the area (finding a pair of dead wolves, both shot through the head), he saw that it looked like the wolves had been in the process of doing what he was intending to do. And they’d gotten through some of it.
Well, that was just fine by him.
The garage was a small, simple affair, and he cleared it easily enough. Once he had, he moved to the door and, with a bit of strength, managed to shove it up off the jeep and lock it into place.
“We’re good,” he said. “I’m going to check the perimeter, will you figure out what needs doing to make it run?”
“Gladly,” Diane replied, and she did seem glad.
He imagined it felt good to have something you knew how to do that badly needed doing. Especially in all this.
Hunter paused as he saw her crouch down by a damaged wheel.
Oh wow did her fat, mature ass look incredible in those jeans.
He made himself focus and got back to work securing the area.
Protect now, breed later.




CHAPTER 6
 
“Bang!” Hunter called out.
And off they went.
This time, it went a lot smoother.
As he watched the lights flip on and all the girls hastily gather up their belongings, already packed and set beside them where they had been sleeping, he felt a fundamental relief begin to truly settle somewhere deep inside.
They were survivors. They were good at this.
He hustled up with them out of the little burrow with all the beds, leading them up the stairs and then stopping and clearing the room beyond with his SMG. It was dark now and although the rain had stopped earlier in the day, a mist now clung to the landscape. He led them through the station (they had moved and covered the bodies with sheets), then cleared the outside, and then to the jeep.
They loaded up and got secure and he turned on the engine.
“Time,” he said.
“One minute, two seconds,” Kiara said.
“Hmm.”
“Come on, that’s a huge improvement,” Brooke complained.
“To be sure...it’ll do. Honestly, we probably won’t need it, but if we do...trust me, you’ll be thrilled I made you all do this,” Hunter replied as he killed the engine.
They all got out and hurried back inside, shivering slightly.
Darkness now covered them all. The jeep had been in relatively good shape. It just needed two tires replaced and a bit of work done on the engine, all of which he had assisted Diane with. She was indeed decent with cars, though when he’d asked, she had explained that it was just cars, and although her skill was honed, her knowledge was a bit shallow.
So no, she was not the mechanic they were hoping for.
But the rest of their daylight had been spent quite well.
There’d been some supplies among the garage and the station and all the dead. They’d gathered what they could from the garage and then driven the jeep up to the ranger’s station to load it up with whatever they could reasonably fit and still have room for themselves. Which was more complicated than ever, as now they numbered seven.
On average, it seemed that rabbit girls were smaller, but still.
They came back inside and the girls headed back downstairs. Hunter lingered, checking out the windows, staring a bit gloomily into the misty moonlit shroud that surrounded them. He didn’t like the smell of blood on the air and he didn’t like the stillness, either.
It felt like the world was holding its breath, waiting for something important to happen.
But as he finished his check and then firmly shut and locked the door behind him as he headed back downstairs, Hunter felt the tension begin to melt away. Not completely, but enough that he felt significantly better.
And as he reached the bottom of the steps and came back into the burrow, he knew why immediately.
The room was comfy and cozy in a way he hadn’t experienced here yet. It was lit entirely by flickering candlelight. It was warm, it was near, it was, above all else, safe. They had pushed the bed frames aside and made basically a big heap with the mattresses on the floor, so that they could all sleep together in a pile.
Something Hunter might have thought would be a little strange, but no, no one seemed uncomfortable. If anything, it just seemed natural to them. And he sure wasn’t going to complain about sleeping in a pile of six bunny girls.
Especially considering he found them all stripping naked.
They all paused and looked at him as he came into the room. For a moment, they simply stared at each other.
“We should probably talk about tomorrow…” he attempted.
“We can talk about that after,” Kiara replied, a little firmly.
“I see.” Hunter looked at Diane and Nicole, both of them nearly nude now.
Diane looked pretty confident and steady, down to a pair of black panties. She was still in pretty good shape, and she had some fantastic tits. They looked looked like they would make wonderfully big, soft handfuls and would be a joy to suck on.
Although that second part was true of most breasts.
She had a pleasantly padded body, a face that was attractive in a rough kind of way, and her black hair was down and framing it.
Nicole was that kind of skinny and lean college age people seemed to be able to get so easily. Not really fit, exactly, but certainly attractive. She was a bit more petite, her breasts small and high, her thighs slim. She had cleaned and combed her long, blonde hair since they had come to the ranger’s station and consequently it looked elegant on her.
He noticed that they both seemed fairly confident of themselves as they stood there nude before him, staring at him with an almost challenging gaze. It had been communicated to him by the others at this point that he needed to be the one to take the lead in most breeding encounters, as apparently submission was fairly common among the rabbit women.
“We sure about this?” he asked as he took off his shirt. “To be clear,” he added, tossing it aside and then sitting down in the nearest chair and beginning to get out of his boots, “I am sure about this. I want to be sure you are.”
“I am,” Diane said plainly.
“Yeah, me too,” Nicole replied. “I’ve been really uncertain about a lot of things in my life...but I am not uncertain about this. I want this.”
“Chloe says you will provide excellent offspring,” Diane added.
“Cool then.” He tossed his boots aside and stood up, then began getting out of his pants. “Also, just so we’re clear, this is simple breeding, right? I’m not, like, tacitly inducting you into my group by doing this, am I?”
“I...didn’t catch all of that,” Diane said, looking confused.
“You’re clear, Hunter. You understand the situation correctly,” Kiara replied. She looked at Diane and Nicole. “His memories are scrambled but he’s from a different culture where...they do not prioritize the raising of children.”
“I don’t understand,” Nicole said. “How can...how can a culture survive to be a culture if they don’t prioritize raising children?”
“I imagine it became this way,” Hunter replied, “and I’ll try to explain later. But for now…”
He dropped his pants and boxers, and what they had been discussing immediately and plainly left their heads. He wondered if they would worry about breeding with him now that they had seen him. He was fully erect and not small. Or average. He thought at least Nicole might be a little worried, but he saw nothing but joy in their expressions.
Well, fine by him.
Hunter crossed the room and came to stand before them. Diane and Nicole stood at the edge of their piled bedding, smiling up at him. He stared at them for a moment, then he kissed Diane. She moaned and immediately leaned into it, grabbing him by the head and pulling him down a bit. She deepened it, slipping her tongue into his mouth, and he tasted her.
Like the others, her natural taste was mostly familiar, but exotic and new.
Once they broke the kiss, Hunter pushed her onto her back. She let out a startled sound as she landed on the pile of mattresses and pillows and blankets. She looked more excited than ever now. He kissed Nicole and though their kissing and his handling was calmer, softer, he did give her the same treatment.
She let out a happy little shriek as she landed and bounced, her small breasts jiggling wonderfully.
Hunter crawled onto the bed with them and they kept kissing, devolving into making out, switching back and forth between them, enjoying both of them in all their glory.
And then, perhaps a minute in, Diane lost her patience and climbed on top of him. He was again momentarily perplexed. Though these rabbit women were submissive, that submission sure got forgotten when it was put to the test with impatience. They seemed to have very little desire for foreplay and he was beginning to suspect that was just how it was with them.
They both moaned as she sheathed his erection in her perfect, slick pussy. For a moment, he lost himself as she began riding him almost furiously. At first he was a little worried, wondering if there was some context to the sex he was missing, but then he remembered that this was (as far as he knew, and honestly believed) the first sex with someone besides her husband she’d had in a decade.
Not to mention all the other shit.
It didn’t take long for him to come back to himself and as soon as he did, he put his hands on her shapely ass, had her lean forward a little, and began sucking on one of her big, soft breasts. She gasped, sounding genuinely surprised, almost startled, and he looked up.
Diane looked down at him with an intense blush. She didn’t look unhappy, more pleasantly surprised.
So did they like the foreplay and the extra stuff or not?
This was something he was having difficulty parsing.
Well, Hunter supposed, a lot more research would be necessary.
He could read in Diane’s body language that while she’d certainly been a bit dominant when she’d hopped on him and started fucking him, she really wanted to pass control back over to him. He was fine with that.
He grabbed her and then rolled, fast but careful, and she let out a surprised yell as she ended up on her back, him atop her. He was careful not to crush her like he was with the others (except Brooke...mostly) and she started crying out in pure, impassioned release as he began stroking smoothly into her.
He wasn’t sure how many times she orgasmed while he was fucking her, but it was enough that his plan to switch over to Nicole and enjoy a little back and forth action was completely derailed. He lost his battle and began pumping her full of his seed.
The quality of her moans changed and she nearly went feral as she wrapped both her arms and legs around him and squeezed him as tight as she could manage, like she was terrified he was going to pull out or something.
And that moment in time, orgasming with her, felt like pure, uncut rapture.
He emptied himself into her and then was left breathing heavily, a little sweaty, and with her still clinging to him as he held himself up to keep from crushing her.
“All right, um, you gotta let go,” he said, chuckling.
“What? Oh...right. Yes,” she murmured, and she let herself drop onto the bedding.
Hunter got up onto his knees and looked down at her. She looked dazed, her hair a mess, her face flushed and sweaty, her big breasts swaying as she caught her breath, almost gasping at this point.
“You all right?”
“Yes,” she murmured dreamily. “Yes, I’m so very all right. Everything is all right.” She yawned. “I think I need to sleep now.”
“Make sure your stuff is packed and ready to grab, then you can sleep,” he said. Then he looked at Nicole. “Although it might be hard to sleep.”
“I’ll be fine,” Diane replied. He nodded and began to turn away but her hand shot out suddenly and when he turned back, he found her staring up at him with an intensely vulnerable gaze. “Thank you. For this. For giving me this. It means more to me than you can truly realize. Whatever happens, thank you for this.”
He put his hand over the back of hers. “You’re welcome, Diane. I’m glad I could.”
She smiled serenely at him, then laid back and closed her eyes, looking deeply contented. He turned his attention to Nicole. The trim blonde was all but fidgeting by now, staring at him with a sort of ‘holy fuck come on!’ expression, and so he didn’t keep her waiting.
He got settled atop her, then hesitated, then rolled onto his side beside her.
“What are you-oh,” she said as he rolled her onto her side, facing away from him, and then spooned her as he slipped carefully into her sweet pink paradise.
She gasped as he pushed his way inside. She was wonderfully wet, stunningly hot, and perfectly taut around his rigid length.
He cupped one of her small breasts and kissed the back of her neck as he pushed into her again and again. She gasped and moaned and shuddered and writhed. She seemed wholly consumed by the pleasure he was giving her.
“Yes, please...please...please…” she panted, moaning.
“Please what?” he murmured.
“Please...breed me!” she cried and began to climax once again.
Hunter groaned as a fresh wave of impossible pleasure slammed into him and indulged her. He shot a second load of his seed inside of this wonderful woman. He could feel it in her as they became locked together in their union of bliss, he could feel her absolute delight in, desire of, and demand for breeding.
When it was over, he laid there holding her for a bit.
“I’ve never felt so safe as I do right now,” she whispered softly.
“You are very safe here with me, Nicole,” he murmured back.
“You’ll protect me?”
“Yes. I will protect you. All of you here with me now. And whoever else we can find.”
“We don’t have anyone to fight for us,” she whispered.
“Now we do,” Kiara said.
“You’ve had Brooke,” he replied. He pulled carefully out of Nicole as she yawned, long and loud. He could already tell Diane was fast asleep.
“It’s not the same,” Brooke said.
Hunter sat up and stretched, popped his neck, then focused on her. “It isn’t the same, but that doesn’t mean it’s worthless. But you have to understand, Brooke: it’s easy for me to do this. Shooting and running and throwing knives into dudes’ necks is my whole thing. I’m amazing at it and I’ve done it for years. You...are so much braver. You’ve had training, but it did not prepare you for this. And yet you grabbed a gun and defended the others. They have you to fight for them, too.”
“I guess that’s a good point,” Brooke conceded reluctantly after a moment.
A somewhat awkward silence descended. Hunter looked around at them. They were all pretty tired. “We should get some sleep, come on.”
“You got enough left for one more?” Kiara asked.
“Absolutely,” he replied with a grin.
Kiara leaped onto him.




CHAPTER 7
 
Hunter was ripped out of sleep in half a heartbeat by gunfire.
He didn’t even realize it at first, but he’d apparently automatically activated his nightvision. All around him, rabbit women were throwing off blankets and popping up out of bed. Hunter hurried off between Kiara and Nicole, got to his feet, and began pulling the rest of his clothes on. He was glad he’d made them sleep in everything but their shirts.
Obviously for more than one reason.
The gunfire was continuing, and then even as he shoved his feet into his boots he heard it intensifying. Not just one machine gun barking but several. Coming from two different directions. There was a flurry of activity as everyone finished dressing and grabbed their things. Nobody spoke. They knew what to do.
Hunter slipped up to the door he’d closed not too long ago. His impression was that perhaps only a few hours had passed since they’d fallen asleep.
He wondered suddenly if he had an internal clock he could activate.
There was no movement within the structure as far as he could tell. Hunter took a swift measure of the women behind him, casting one fast glance over them, then secured the stairs and slipped out the door. He closed it behind him and ghosted up the stairwell, careful of the two that creaked. Not that it’d probably matter with all this chaos.
The gunfire was worse.
Was it one of those things? More than one?
No, he didn’t think so. This had the sound of two forces fighting each other. If he had to guess, he’d say that a wolf pack had probably accidentally run into a squad of tigers and they were arguing about who had the right to life.
He reached the top and listened at the door. Over the gunfire, he heard no indication that someone was in there.
Hunter opened the door.
The ground floor of the ranger’s station awaited his inspection. Muzzle flare flashed in staccato bursts and he could smell rain on the air. Hunter got out and cleared the building, then looked out the broken windows to the space around them.
It seemed to be as he suspected: two squads were fighting in the forest down below the shelf of land. Well, they couldn’t stay here. There were easily two dozen guns firing, perhaps even three. And it sounded like more were being added with each passing second.
Hunter hustled back downstairs. All he said was: “Jeep.”
They moved with a fluidity and grace that honestly still surprised him. It was less that they were graceful, and more that they were just so calm and coordinated. They moved not quite like a squad of soldiers who’d all been working together for months, but a hell of a lot closer than he would’ve thought.
He led them up the stairs, secured the area quickly once more, then led them outside.
The night air was not just cool but cold, and somewhere distant thunder rumbled. As he gestured for them to come up, lightning flickered and more thunder came. They all came out onto the deck, slipped silently along it in a loose line, then ghosted up to the jeep.
As they gathered inside, Hunter crept to the edge of the shelf and looked down to see what they were going to have to drive through.
Hunter looked down onto a field of death and felt a strange surge of emotions that nearly overwhelmed him. It was familiar, it was horrifying, it was invigorating, it was gut-wrenching.
It was hell.
It was home.
He had to suppress the urge–actual quite intensely–to just run down there and join the fighting. He picked out a group of fighters to the north. Wolves, he saw in the muzzle flare. To the south, tigers. What looked like more of them. And they all looked pretty big, too.
Just great.
So now he had to help defend this Warren from not one but two encroaching armies hellbent on killing or enslaving these innocent rabbits.
Didn’t matter, he’d still do it as well as he could.
Hunter looked at the path that ran dead on through where they were shooting. This was going to be bad. That was the way they had to go, and they had to go now because they didn’t want to get trapped in here. He jogged back and hopped in the driver’s seat, then did a rapid headcount to make double damn sure he had everyone.
“Everyone get as low as you possibly can, cover your faces, and hold on tight. This is going to be pretty bad,” he said.
They said nothing, instead did as he asked. Rain stuffed herself down into the space under the glove compartment. Her expression was grim but resolute. She was handling this better than he thought she would, but on average, it seemed like they all did pretty well when it came to actual emergencies.
Hunter turned on the engine and began driving slowly down the incline. He had made sure to turn off every light in this thing before going to bed, and by God was he glad he’d insisted on doing all that shit before hitting the hay.
“Is everyone down?” he asked as he brought the jeep slowly down the incline.
He heard a chorus of quiet responses, counting each off in his head until he’d heard from everyone. Hunter brought the vehicle to a halt about halfway down the ramp. With his nightvision, he could see everything fairly clearly, though the constant muzzle flaring didn’t help. He was waiting for something but he wasn’t sure what.
And then it happened.
Something inside of him seemed to scream ‘GO NOW!’ and he fucking gunned it.
As he did, there was a sudden falling off of gunfire from both sides. Reloading, and they weren’t being great about the whole overlapping waves of fire concept.
Good for him.
The jeep shot down the incline and then down the dirt road that ran between the opposing squads. He heard gunfire plinking off the vehicle’s exterior and Rain let out a small shriek of terror as one of the bullets punched in through the front passenger’s side window. It shrieked so close to the top of his head that he winced from the heat of its scorching passage, and then it shot out the other window.
More gunfire started up again as they finished slamming fresh mags in. Chaos screamed around them.
And then suddenly they were through, shooting out of the exposed section and into the denser forest. Hunter gripped the steering wheel grimly, whipping them as carefully as he could manage to avoid any obstacles. A few spats of gunfire chased after them and one popped off against the trunk, but that was it.
“Is anyone hurt?” Hunter asked. He hadn’t heard any screams or whimpering (except for Rain) but it had been a pretty hectic few seconds. “I need confirmation, sound off.”
They all did, one by one, shockingly in sync with each other. It had to be some kind of instinctual thing, that they all linked up somehow during times of extreme danger. Hunter’s relief didn’t even begin to cast a shadow before he finally heard Kiara report that she was all right and that confirmed everyone.
“What now?” she asked quietly.
“Now we drive until we put some real distance between us and here, and then we continue driving until we run out of power or find a place to finish the rest of the night,” Hunter replied.
“There should be a charging station somewhere around here,” Chloe murmured.
“We’ll see what we can do. For now, I think you should all get settled and try to get some sleep. If anything happens, I’ll speak up.”
There was a hesitation where it felt like they wanted to disagree, but it passed and they all began getting settled. They had pushed the backseat down to make more room. Brooke wordlessly climbed up front after Rain had climbed in back and sat down beside him. When all the moving had settled, Hunter glanced in the back and found them all laying together, talking extremely quietly to each other.
Except for Rain and Nicole, both had fallen asleep already.
Hunter drove on.
…
“You doing all right?” Hunter asked.
They had been driving for almost an hour now and the power was getting pretty low in the battery. All the girls were asleep, except for Brooke, who hadn’t said anything the whole time.
“Not really,” she replied after a long moment.
“What’s on your mind?”
Another pause. Then, without looking at him: “I can’t be like you.”
“How do you mean?”
She sighed and then seemed to struggle for a moment. Abruptly, she turned away from the window she’d been pointedly staring out of.
“I can’t be fearless like you. I was so terrified when that happened. I was almost out of my mind with terror. I...I thought all that training and reinforcing my mental walls and hardening myself would have bought me something more than terror. But it didn’t. It was for nothing.”
“It wasn’t,” Hunter said with a quiet firmness that made her gaze, which had begun to drift, snap back to him. “It wasn’t for nothing, it was everything. You got out of Nym alive. You got Kiara and Chloe and Rain out of there alive. And to a shelter. Safe and alive for days. You’ve seen how bad it is, how many others didn’t have a you to help them.”
“I...maybe,” she muttered. “But just-I can’t get the image out of my head, of the way you moved in the quarry. Zero hesitation. Zero fear. It feels like standing in the shadow of a mountain that I thought was only going to be a hill.”
“It isn’t the same,” Hunter replied.
“How? Because of where you are from?”
“No. That’s not why.” He paused. “Well, maybe, actually. But here’s the thing Brooke: I’m genetically enhanced. I’m obviously technologically enhanced. Once we actually get some proper equipment, we can figure out more. But even more than that, I’ve had a lot of experience. What happened back there? That was legitimately a walk in the park compared to most of the missions I’ve been on.”
Hunter paused again, frowned. Sent his mind trawling back through his memories. There wasn’t much there, certainly far less than there should be. He remembered tracers shrieking back and forth in a forest far denser and darker than this.
He remembered snow, falling in silent, fat flakes from the sky, as he put his hands behind his head and stared into the barrel of a rifle.
Hmm, he wondered how he’d gotten out of that one.
He remembered explosions rupturing the land, cracking the sky. Mortar rounds raining. Gunfire, endless gunfire. The fact that he could still hear fine alone spoke to his level of physical enhancement. He remembered training, so much training.
“And I think my civilization was more brutal than yours, although not by much. I think what separates our civilizations is that mine forgot how to come together in a time of crisis. That group back there at the house, if they were my people, they’d be fighting each other over bullshit, taking out their anger and fear on each other, struggling for leadership...it’s very sad. But that’s how I grew up. That’s the society I was forged in. Not like yours, where the people work together.”
“Only with their own species,” Brooke muttered. “But...those are good points.”
“I haven’t even gotten to the worst one.”
The grave nature of his voice made her lose any semblance of cynical joy she’d been working on, and when she looked at him again, she looked genuinely concerned. “...what is it?”
“Getting used to doing this to the point where you don’t even really hesitate to throw yourself into gunfire...costs. It costs dearly. It extracts a very heavy toll.”
“What toll?”
“I’m not sure what to call it. Innocence, perhaps, but I don’t think that’s quite right. It isn’t my empathy, because I still have that. Or...maybe I only have the memory of empathy.” He frowned, considered it, then rejected it with a head shake. “No, I still have my empathy, my real empathy. But something small but crucial dies inside you. Some little but important light inside you is extinguished. It takes a little tithe of joy out of everything, being like that. Not completely, but...it’s never quite the same ever again, no matter what you do, no matter how hard you try. The world is a little dimmer.”
“That...is horrifying,” Brooke whispered.
“It isn’t as horrifying as it sounds, honestly. And it’s a price I gladly paid, and would gladly pay again, because it allows me to do what I believe truly needs doing: protecting the weak and the wounded. The weary. The innocent. Protecting them from the bloodthirsty monsters that would hurt them. Torment them. Kill them. I can stop that. I can’t really help put it all back together when it breaks apart, but I can damn sure defend those who can while they do.”
Brooke was silent for another long moment. She eventually looked out the window again, leaning her head against it this time. She looked sullen but contemplative.
Well...it was a rather heavy thing to lay at her feet.
But she needed it now. She needed it for what lay ahead.
And more than that, she deserved to know. Everyone deserved to know, but most weren’t told. And, the saddest part, too many of those who were told didn’t believe. Laughed it off. Scoffed even. He did remember that.
Well, she could think about it, that was fine.
Although if they didn’t find a power charging station soon, they’d be back to walking. He’d guess that he’d managed to shave another solid third of their trip off with this drive alone. He’d been hoping for more but he’d also been staying off anything that even resembled a paved road. Following those dirt roads and, at times, paths and trails, had really slowed things down.
Hunter looked to the right, spying a structure up ahead through the trees. It looked like a little convenience store set alongside a paved road running between huge stands of trees.
Well, that was probably about a good a place as any.
Hunter started looking for a way through the trees.




CHAPTER 8
 
There was a charging station.
Hunter got them a bit closer before parking and hopping out to investigate it himself. He kept his pistol in hand as he approached the two-story convenience store. It had the appearance of being maintained: the windows were intact, the front door was closed. But when he peered cautiously in through one of the plate glass windows, he saw that the shelves inside were worryingly empty.
He cleared the perimeter, finding some evidence of a group in military boots having passed through this area several days ago, and then slipped inside and systematically cleared each room. There was, thankfully, more supplies that might actually be useful tucked away in a back storage room, and a small apartment built into the second story.
Hunter jogged back and hopped in.
“It’s safe,” he said, starting the engine back up and driving them over to the charging station.
“Will we stay here for the rest of the night?” Brooke asked quietly. It was almost two in the morning now.
“Yes,” Hunter replied. “There’s an apartment upstairs we can sleep in. Although I’m going to take watch.”
“You mean you won’t sleep?” Kiara asked.
“Correct.”
“But you need sleep! You most of all,” she whispered harshly.
“I understand what you’re saying, but I actually don’t.” He parked next to the recharge station, which was little more than a pillar of weather-chewed metal with four connection points arranged in a ring near its middle.
“What do you mean?” Chloe asked.
“I’ve been noticing that I’m not really feeling tired all that much, not since my body finally got back up to full strength. I’m not tired right now, and not just because I’m holding it back or adrenaline. I think what I got was enough for the day.”
“We were asleep for like four hours,” Brooke replied, “and that was after you fucked three of us.”
He shrugged. “What can I say? I’m apparently built different. All right, one of you needs to stay here and make sure I hook it up right, or that this even has power, although I saw what looks like a solar panel on top.”
“It is, it should have power,” Brooke replied.
“Perfect. Everyone else, go into the store, up the stairs at the back, and get settled in the apartment and go to sleep. I want to be gone with the sunrise, we should almost be there.”
The others murmured in agreement and Brooke ended up staying with him. She showed him how to recharge the jeep and it was as easy as he’d imagined. Once they confirmed it was charging, and would draw either a full battery or however much power the station had left within half an hour, he pulled out his tablet and called up the map.
“Are you okay?” he asked as he navigated.
“More or less...I think,” Brooke replied. She paused. “I guess I can’t tell.”
“That’s understandable. That was very shocking, so you’re probably in shock. You’re doing well though.”
“Am I?” she murmured.
He paused in his map hunting and looked at her. “You are.”
Brooke looked at him for a long moment, then sighed. “I guess you’d know.”
“It’s gonna take a long time to get used to this stuff, and even then, you never really get used to this. We aren’t supposed to live like this.” He went back to looking at the map. He figured out where they were and nodded lightly to himself. He was more or less dead on. “Perfect. We’re about a thirty minute drive, give or take ten minutes. I didn’t quite count on the terrain being this rough, but I guess I should have.”
“Maybe we should just go now.”
He shook his head. “Tempting, but...no. My instincts are telling me to stay put for now, and–”
He cut off as a very loud, very agonized scream suddenly cut across the forest. It was far enough away that he didn’t think it was an immediate threat to them, but Hunter shoved the tablet back into a pocket and took off. Brooke followed wordlessly. He raced around to the back of the store where he’d spied a ladder and scrambled up it.
He and Brooke hit the roof. Some gunfire, a few machine guns, had chattered uncertainly while he’d been climbing, but then had cut off. As he began looking around, another scream sounded and then the machine guns began speaking in earnest.
They both tensed, standing at the edge of the roof, staring southwest.
The same direction the Warren lay in.
At least a dozen weapons were firing. He heard a pair of shotguns booming and a lot of shouting. They were maybe a mile and a half off. He couldn’t get any sense of what was happening beyond the frantic muzzle flare, but he had an idea.
They had run into another one of those things.
Hunter kept staring as the gunfire abruptly died off. He reached up and adjusted the radio. It was still there and he’d been worried at one point that maybe it was broken, given how little traffic he was picking up, but he kept hearing occasional–and basically meaningless–bursts of conversation. The impression he kept getting was that wolves had a much lower standard for discipline and focus in the field, and this evidently translated to low radio chatter.
Probably better than too much. He might get more data out of too much, but trying to sift through all the bullshit would probably be too distracting.
He didn’t hear anything now, either.
“It’s another one of...them, wasn’t it?” Brooke asked quietly.
“Yeah, almost certainly.” He turned toward her after another silent moment. “So you really have no idea of what these things might be?”
“Honestly, no,” Brooke replied.
He looked up suddenly as a new idea occurred. “Do you have UFOs?”
“What?”
“Um...ships from outer space. From another planet?”
“Oh. I mean, nothing proven. There’s a lot of people who claim to see one and sometimes a photograph or video will appear, but it’s always either nothing or a lie.”
He sighed. “Yeah, it’s basically the same on my end. I’m wondering if maybe you don’t know what it is because no one knows what it is. Because it’s something completely new...you really don’t have any, like...mysterious creatures that people think might exist but there’s no proof? No rumors of some secret underground society of lizard people?”
“...why lizard people specifically?”
He opened his mouth, then laughed and shook his head. “It’s...complicated. But more like a secret, highly technologically advanced society living deep underground, something like that?”
“I mean, there’s always stories and rumors and conspiracies, but I’ve never heard of any actual proof of any of it. And when they do find proof of something, it’s always ‘oh, it was just a weird animal’ or a genetic offshoot or something.”
“Yeah, same on my end again.” He focused on that area once more. Even with his nightvision he saw nothing beyond the occasional extremely vague flicker of movement. “But obviously there’s something out there. Something they weren’t ready for. Something really tough.”
“I’m really scared of it,” Brooke whispered.
“You should be. Honestly, I am, too. Although I guess I’m more curious than scared. I do like a good mystery, and this is a good mystery.”
“Yeah…” She sighed. “I’ve had enough of uncertainty.”
“Oh, I very much understand that.” When another minute of inactivity passed, he finally turned away and began heading for the ladder. “Come on, I want to sort through those supplies, grab the most useful and put it into the vehicle.”
Brooke nodded and followed.
…
There was a pretty decent store of foodstuffs in the back of the shop, and Hunter felt very torn about trying to prioritize.
He wanted to take all of it, but there just wasn’t room in the jeep, especially not with all of them needing to be in there. Mostly there were cans of everything: fruit, vegetables, meat. But there was a few pallets’ worth of water bottles, and there were also a lot of what he would call sanity check items. Soda, condiments, chips, and of course cigarettes and booze.
He grabbed those last two only because of their potential trade value. Hunter felt no urge or desire when he saw either, and had the idea that he had been very straight edge.
And so they grabbed the most immediately and practically useful of the supplies and filled whatever space they had left, then took pains to consolidate and hide away the rest inasmuch as they could. Mostly that just meant moving most everything to a stall in the bathroom and then leaving the bathroom door ajar to make it look like it had already been ransacked. If there was more time, he’d do something different, but they’d already eaten up two hours and Brooke was wearing down.
He was at odds about asking her to go to bed, mostly because he was worried she’d take it as an insult, so he kept his peace throughout.
Once they were done, he drove the vehicle behind the store and, after a bit of debate, decided to remove the starter, just in case anyone wanted to steal it. This of course had the chance of screwing them if they had another assault, but he practiced putting the piece back into the engine and found it added about twenty five seconds. Which was good enough for him. Hopefully.
They headed back inside, but before they got to the stairs, Brooke suddenly stopped and grabbed his arm. “Hunter…”
“Yeah?”
She looked deeply anxious. “Do you think we can really make it? I mean, long term. Just...I don’t know. I keep fighting hopelessness. And I just…” She swallowed and sighed and reached up to brush at her eyes, turning away.
Hunter thought of how to respond. “Wait right here for just a moment. I need to check on the others, then we can talk.”
“Okay.”
Hunter jogged up the stairs and poked his head in. He found everyone asleep in a rough pile of bedding they’d made from the mattress and as many blankets and pillows as they could find. (They had brought in several with them.)
Once he was sure they were secure, he headed back downstairs and tilted his head to Brooke to follow him. She did. He took her back to the jeep and then hopped up on the hood. She did as well when he looked at her.
“Hope is the logical choice,” he said.
“That...is not what I thought you were going to say,” she murmured.
“I don’t have enough rattling around up here, but I’ve got some,” he said, tapping the side of his head. “And I do remember some hopeless situations that weren’t so hopeless. But when you get right down to it, really cut to the bone of the matter, what you find is that hopelessness and despair not only don’t help, but actively hinder.”
“I know, I know,” she whispered. “I just...maybe you don’t know how bad it is.” She paused, sighed. “I guess you do. I don’t know. Fuck, I just don’t know.”
“I think I know how bad it is, because I’ve seen worse. A lot worse. I’m not saying you’re stupid or weak to be struggling with hopelessness. If anything, the opposite. The smarter you are, the more of a grasp you have of situations. A lot of people live in ignorance because they just aren’t that smart, or even choose not to be. But there is one thing I’ve learned that ultimately I use to beat back despair.”
“What is it?” she asked, her eagerness sad, even painful, to see. She was desperate to feel better, and he realized abruptly that he was going to have to get better at this.
“You don’t know everything. You have no idea what might be around the next corner or what might come tomorrow. I was surrounded once, in a bunker, in a frozen wasteland. It was me and two other soldiers. We were the last of our squad of a hundred. The enemy was overwhelming. We had an absolutely crucial piece of tech we’d stolen and they were willing to give about anything to get it back. We were holding them off with the bunker’s automated defenses and grit, but it was obvious even to me that we were fucked.”
“...so what happened? Obviously you got out.”
Hunter wondered why this memory was so clear. Probably just the random nature of the universe. “A blizzard blew in. A bad one. One that they had gambled wouldn’t be so bad. But it was really, really bad. And they basically all froze to death out there. We killed the survivors, stole a vehicle, and got out with the tech.”
“Huh. But...that could have just as easily gone the other way.”
“Yes, it could have. But it didn’t. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying the universe is just waiting to throw that one-in-a-million shot to save your life, but you never know what’s going to happen. Hope sustains us when we have nothing else, and we have more than hope right now. We have each other. The Warren. Me. Everyone out there who is willing to help us.”
“We’re alone in this…” Brooke murmured miserably, looking up at the two moons shrouded by clouds.
“No, you aren’t.”
She looked down at him. “I don’t think anyone’s coming to help us rabbits. Besides you. This is one of those things about our world you don’t get.”
“No...I think you’re wrong,” he said. She looked at him more intently. “I get it, that the tribal instinct is stronger over here.”
“The what instinct?”
“The instinct to stick only with your own kind.”
“Oh. Yeah.”
“It’s stronger here...or maybe it isn’t. Maybe it’s just more integrated into society and more normalized. I don’t know. But whatever it is, here’s what I believe: that if we came across someone or a group from another race that isn’t actively hostile towards us, some of them will help us. Not all of them, or even most, but some. And more than that, even the wolves would help us. Fewer still, but not none.”
“I don’t know about that,” she muttered darkly.
“Brooke, somewhere out there right now is a wolf fighting to defend a rabbit, and a rabbit to defend a wolf. I know you don’t believe it, you don’t want to believe it, but it’s true.”
“Why are you so insistent on this? That I don’t hate them?” she growled, then suddenly hugged herself, like she was trying to keep herself from flying apart.
He put a hand on her back. “I’m sorry, Brooke. I’m not trying to hurt you. I’m trying to help you, even if it doesn’t feel like it. And you know why.”
She sighed. “Yeah, I know. We can’t become like them. We can’t hate mindlessly. It’s just...so fucking hard. I hate them so much. I can taste my hatred.”
“I know, and that’s why it’s so important that you push back against it.”
“How?”
“You have to figure that out. Try different things, figure out what works. A good place to start might be, whenever you find yourself thinking about how much you hate them, push back against it. Like, inside your own head. Imagine it like a conversation. Imagine you’re talking with a furious, hateful, pained, scared rabbit. Whenever they say something or make a point, try to refute it.”
“Inside my own head?” she asked uncertainly.
“Yes. Seriously. I’m being completely serious. But this is just a starting point. Try it. No matter how stupid you think it is, how stupid you feel, how dumb it seems, give it a shot, and stick with it. Don’t just immediately quit when it doesn’t work. Because it’s going to seem weird at first and it probably won’t actually feel like it’s working.”
She seemed to struggle with it for a moment, then seemed to give up. “I guess I’ve got nothing to lose, and you haven’t given bad advice yet...I’ll try it.”
“Thank you.” He let a moment go by. “Feel any better?”
“I do, actually.”
“Good. You need to get some sleep, because I am going to be relying on you tomorrow.”
“Yeah.”
They both hopped up and headed back into the store. Again, when they reached the base of the stairs, she stopped him with a hand on the arm. He looked at her, curious.
She hugged him abruptly. “You give me hope.”
He smiled and returned the gesture. “You do, too.”
“I have no idea how,” she murmured against his chest.
“Your bravery. Your tenacity. Your willingness to fight for the innocent. Your kindness. It’s comforting, and inspiring. And attractive.”
She pulled back and grinned up at him. “Oh yeah?”
He chuckled. “No. Go to bed, Brooke. We’ll do it tomorrow, once we get settled again. Ideally in the Warren.”
“Yeah...I guess we’re just about there,” she murmured. “All right, you’re right.”
Brooke gave him a quick kiss and then headed upstairs.
Hunter found his eyes glued to her broad, fit ass as he followed.




CHAPTER 9
 
The next morning, it was cold and gray.
About half an hour into his watch, when Hunter had settled down on a chair by the window that offered the best view, it had begun to spit rain.
When they got up and piled into the jeep, they found a miserable morning awaiting them. Talk was low and basically nonexistent as Hunter drove them to where they needed to be. It was also oddly quiet out in the forest. He was paranoid but he also reminded himself that instincts told him lulls in the storm weren’t always something to be afraid of.
Sometimes the enemy was prepping for something big, but sometimes the enemy was too tired or maybe dealing with some mishap or mistake.
He was leaning into this more and more as he considered his opponent. The wolves just did not seem well-organized, but he knew not to let that ease him into a false sense of security. Maybe the squads they were dealing with here were idiots, and the rest of them were sharp as razors, and might show up here at anytime.
And that wasn’t even counting the tigers, the bizarre things out there that he still had no real clue about, and whoever the fuck else might want a piece of them.
“Okay...we’re where we’re supposed to be, roughly,” Hunter said as he followed a long curved road of dirt and gravel.
“Now what?” Rain murmured.
“Kiara?” he asked.
She sighed. “I...a lot of this data is corrupted. I didn’t realize how bad it was at the time when I downloaded it. I’m still looking, but so much is scrambled or inaccessible or about something actually inside the Warren that I have no clue about. The only solid bits of intel we have are: it was finished, it’s in this rough area, and the entrance is inside of a cave.”
“We can find it,” Hunter said.
Through the trees, he spotted another watchtower. Perfect.
“You sound very confident,” Brooke replied.
“I am. This is enough to go off of. I mean it might take a little while, but we’ll find it. For now, we’re making for a watchtower I just spotted. We’ll get there, head up, take a look around, make a list of anything that looks like a cave or a building, then start investigating.”
“That makes sense,” Rain murmured, looking despondently out the nearest window at the dying trees trundling by.
He had sensed a...not a sadness, exactly, (although there was sadness in there), more of a muted exhaustion. She was low energy, they all were at this point.
The constant stress was wearing them down.
Brooke, Kiara, and Diane seemed the least affected by it, but it was clear even they were tired. He knew he needed to get them to the Warren soon. For sure it was important that they toughen up at least some, but that could go too far and do permanent damage without being obvious about it.
Of course, that was probably a moot point by now. They all had permanent psychological and emotional damage thanks to the wolves.
But he was going to protect them as much as he could from further damage.
God, he hoped there were a lot of therapists still alive.
Hunter rolled the jeep around the bend and the road straightened out, becoming paved. It looked like they had intended to continue paving at some point. After another few minutes of slow driving, the forest cleared a little and they came to a tiny parking lot at the base of a hill the watchtower was built atop.
Hunter thought he saw movement up there as he came to a halt a safe distance away. He stared at the watchtower for a long moment, his senses telling him someone was up there. Maybe more than one someone.
Hmm.
Wolves didn’t seem the type to ambush very successfully. They had to have a clear shot on him by now through the trees, or at least the vehicle. They would’ve been popping off by now. Maybe there were rabbits up there.
Or someone else entirely.
Only one way to find out.
“Stay here,” Hunter said after backing the car up a little and parking. “Actually, Brooke, get in the driver’s seat. Be prepared to reverse hard in case it goes wrong.”
“What about you?!” she shot back.
“I can take care of myself. I’ll catch up, I just want you out of harm’s way.”
“...all right.”
“Thank you.”
Hunter hopped out and she slipped over. He began walking forward at a brisk pace and soon found himself standing in the small lot.
“Okay, that’s close enough!” a voice called down to him.
Hunter hunted for the source of the voice. Now that he had a less obstructed view, he thought he could just make out the tops of what might be some tents clustered around the base of the tower. He didn’t recognize the accent of the speaker, but she sounded like she had grit.
“My intentions are peaceful!” he called back.
“Who are you with?!”
“Rabbits!”
He noticed a tiny bit of movement up on the walkway surrounding the room atop the tower and realized a gun barrel was being stuck down through a hole in the boards, aiming in his direction. Now that he focused, he saw a few eyes peering down at him, too.
He thought he could hear frantic, whispered conversation.
“Prove it!”
He sighed. “Can I trust you not to shoot that gun you’re aiming at me through the hole in the floor?”
A pause. Then, simply: “Yes.”
“All right, I’ll be right back, I’ve got some rabbits with me.”
Hunter jogged back down to the jeep and updated them on the situation. After some brief debate, Kiara went back with him.
“Hello, my name is Kiara. I vouch for him.” A pause. “He is our mate.”
“Our? How many are you?”
“Uh-uh. We gave you something, now you give us something,” Hunter said.
“...what do you want?”
“How about a proper face-to-face conversation? You come down here.” Another pause. “We’re trying to help!”
More whispered conversation, then the gun barrel disappeared and a woman stood up. Hunter felt a bit of surprise when he saw that she had green skin and little horns sticking out of her forehead. She wore a heavy coat and held a long-barreled rifle.
“I’m coming down.”
A few other people popped up then. He spied two more like her and a rabbit. Interesting. Just one of them had another weapon, what looked to be a simpler, bolt-action hunting rifle. He wondered if she would make the logical choice and she did, passing her better scoped rifle off to one of the others. Then she came down.
It was a bit tense as they waited, but not that tense. Better than before, at least. Soon, he found himself looking at a woman a few inches taller than Brooke. Black hair peeked out from beneath a pale gray beanie. She wore jeans, heavy yellow boots, and a pistol on her hip. Her demeanor was pretty no-bullshit and he’d guess she was somewhere around fifty.
“My name is Petra,” she said calmly, standing a safe distance away, in the shadow of the hill.
“I am Hunter.”
“My name is Kiara.”
“I’m hoping that it’s good to meet you.”
“Oh, you have no idea how good it is to meet us,” Kiara replied, looking briefly at Hunter.
“Are you offering something?” Petra replied guardedly.
“Yes. Protection and help for the moment, as we need access to your tower, and possibly a safe, secure place to live,” Hunter replied.
He figured that they’d more than likely let his group in–if not necessarily himself–but now this was a different race. Did they have a strict ‘rabbits only’ policy?
“What place to live?” she asked. Petra tried to hide it, and almost did, but her eagerness at that particular point was intense.
“You know of the Warren?” Kiara asked.
Her eyes widened just a little. They were yellow and vivid. “It’s real?”
“It’s real. We have confirmed proof. And it’s somewhere nearby. Unfortunately, we aren’t sure where, and...we also are not with the people who made and now operate the Warren. So, unfortunately, we can’t promise that you’ll be let in.”
“We can’t be sure if we’ll be let in,” Hunter added.
He sensed Kiara wanted to say something, but she held her peace. No doubt she wanted to refute that, he was sure that she was very sure they’d be let in, but he knew it might not happen.
“Well, that’s a lot better than our current situation,” she replied.
“What is your current situation? How many are you? Do you have wounded? Need food, medicine, weapons? Because we can help with all of that,” Hunter said. When she hesitated a bit more, he added, “We have a doctor and I am a super soldier.”
That did it. She sighed and nodded. “There are fifteen of us, although two are missing right now. We also have three wounded, one a bit badly.”
“All right.” Hunter stepped back so Brooke could see him and motioned for her to drive up. She did, parking in the lot. “Let’s get to work.”
…
Once they trusted Hunter and his group, it was a bit of a frenzy of activity.
Petra called down four of the others, two lizards and two rabbits, and everyone piled out of the vehicle and began gathering up resources to share. Hunter felt a bit of guilt at his reluctance to throw in with this group so readily, but he knew it came from a place of bitter experience.
But he grabbed a case of rations and followed Petra up the path. He did indeed find about half a dozen tents of varying sizes staked around the base of the watchtower, taking up pretty much all the spare space afforded by the chainlink fence that secured the base. A mixture of rabbits and lizards were cautiously coming out from some of the tents, while a few others remained up top.
They hustled up the steps and soon found themselves at the top, where a small group of people awaited them inside. Chloe was right behind him, and when she saw the state of one of them–a lizard man who was wrapped in bloodied bandages–she dashed forward.
“What happened to him?” Hunter murmured.
“We don’t know,” Petra replied softly. “Neither does he. He says he was attacked by a beast. An awful beast. But he can’t remember what it was. It had either razor sharp claws or knives, whatever it was. Those were clean cuts.”
Hunter felt a cold stone turn over deep in his guts.
“Have you seen anything in the past week that might be a clue as to what he’s talking about?”
Petra shifted focus away from the injured man, back to Hunter. “You sound very excited about this. Do you know something?”
“Yes. Well, not much. Something’s out there. Something that’s very strong. I overheard some wolf packs talking. They’re getting slaughtered by whatever these things are,” he replied.
“So there is actually something out there? Killing wolves, too?”
“Yes. I have no idea what it is.” He paused as a reminder came back to him, that she had missing people, and that led to a cascade of other worries and concerns. He sighed and made himself focus. “We can talk about this later. You said you have missing people?”
“Yes,” she replied. “We used up basically all our meds stabilizing him. Two of our number went there.” She pointed. He looked and spied the profile of a logging mill in the distance, maybe two miles off. “They left yesterday a little past noon. They should’ve been back last night.”
“Yeah…” Hunter muttered. “All right, give me a few minutes, then me and one my people will go track them down. We’re good at that.” When she didn’t reply, he looked at her. She had that look on her face. The one he was getting familiar with. At least, he found, he wasn’t feeling shame or guilt or even anger, more just vague annoyance. “You want to ask about my face.”
“...yes,” she admitted.
“Do you have binoculars?” he replied.
“...I don’t know what that is.” He suppressed a sigh and mimed using them. “Oh! Yes. We do.”
“Bring them to me and I’ll tell you about my face.”
“All right.”
She disappeared into the room behind them for a moment, then paused to check in with Chloe and the wounded man, who seemed to have passed out. Maybe she’d given him something. Hunter suddenly wondered if he had a built-in zoom function with his special eyes. Before he could think further, she returned with the binoculars.
“Thank you,” he said, stepping up to the edge and raising them to study the landscape that surrounded them. “I was part of an experiment. Genetic in nature. It changed the way I look. It also scrambled my memories. But I still know how to fight, and right now that’s more than enough.”
“Even more than that,” she muttered, and a spat of machine gun fire chattered out somewhere distant, as if to punctuate her words. “I’m sorry if the question was rude.”
“It’s hard to piss me off,” Hunter said, then wondered if that was true. It felt true, but didn’t everyone think bullshit things about themselves? More than that, didn’t everyone believe bullshit things about themselves? Questions for later. “And if I didn’t want to talk about it, I’d have told you. Have you found any caves in the area?”
“We passed some on our way in.”
“From where?”
“The city.”
“I mean what direction?”
“Oh. Sorry. The south. Nothing seemed special about them. Why?”
“Need to know the lay of the land,” he replied, hedging just a little. Would he ever be able to shake the paranoia? On the other hand, paranoia kept you alive.
It was a hell of a trick, though, to keep from going insane.
“Oh, right. That makes sense.” She sighed softly and leaned against the railing, rubbing one of her horns. “I’m so tired.”
“You’ve done a good job so far,” he replied.
“How do you even know that?”
“This location is perfect. It has elevation, it’s easily defensible, you found and staked tents, all within the security of the fence. That guy in there was stabbed like a dozen times from what I can see, and he’s not dead yet, and you didn’t even have a doctor. Your people don’t seem to be bickering or afraid of each other, and you have two different races here in a time where your society is literally collapsing due specifically to race wars. Tensions have to be high, but you kept everyone together and alive.”
“Not everyone,” she whispered.
“We all lose people along the way, and if we haven’t...we will before this is over. Because I don’t think this is going to be over for a long, long time.”
“Neither do I,” she murmured morosely.
“But you’ve done really well, Petra. People don’t really realize that most people just want to follow, but in situations like this, they need to follow. And if someone doesn’t step up and do the job, even badly, they probably aren’t going to make it. And you stepped up and did it well.”
He finished looking around and lowered the binoculars. He’d seen a clearing much farther off that kind of looked like it had buildings in it. He’d spied a couple of caves among the trees. No wolves, thankfully, but that wouldn’t keep.
“All right. I’m going to take one of my people and go. We’ll find your people, dead or alive, then get back here. Then we can start figuring out the Warren.”




CHAPTER 10
 
He wanted to take Chloe with him for medical reasons, but she still wasn’t finished with the other medical reasons keeping her busy at the watchtower, so he took Brooke.
He was grateful to see Rain and Nicole and even Diane and Kiara mingling with the others and looking actually happy. Once they had a clear idea of the path to take, Hunter and Brooke double-checked their gear and struck out.
They walked for about ten minutes in silence, and through it all, Brooke seemed distracted and frustrated.
“You doing okay?” he asked eventually.
“I’m thinking about the...whatever they are out there. The wolves said ‘technology’. They said they had technology.”
“Yeah, I been thinking a lot about that, too.”
“Do you have any thoughts? I mean, at all?”
“I still think it’s aliens,” he replied.
“Yeah, that’s not terrifying or anything.”
“Whatever it is, it’s going to be terrifying.” He paused. “Let’s talk about something else.”
“Like what?”
“Like...what will a life together look like?”
“Life together like...you and me?”
He nodded. “Yeah. I mean, you and me and Kiara and Chloe and Rain.”
“And Diane and Nicole?” she asked, grinning just a little.
“What do you mean by that? Kiara said–”
“Oh, come on, Hunter. The only thing that’s kept Nicole from clinging to you is the fact that you’re keeping us all alive and busy doing so. Diane is better about it, but she is very much into you...what’s wrong?” she asked, losing her smile when she noticed his look.
“Brooke...I’m scared that I’m not going to be up to the task of emotionally providing for you four, let alone more. I care about you all, but...I do have a hard time showing it, I think. And if we do get settled into the Warren, I imagine I’m going to be tasked with security and going out into the field to recover people or supplies. I’ll be away a lot. I mean I can’t divide my attention that much.”
“Well, that is part of the reason relationships like this are rarer. But I think maybe you’re worrying over it too much. Based on what I’ve seen, you’re doing pretty well so far.”
“I mean yeah, right now. Everything is chaos, but we’re together. That won’t last. I don’t know, I just feel like one or all of you are going to need me, emotionally, and I won’t be able to provide because I’m too fucked up. I told you that this life takes, and I accept that, but there are consequences.”
“Hunter…” She fell silent for a moment, frowning as she looked down at the trail they were following. “As long as we feel like you’re trying, it will be fine. We’ll understand. Life is going to be busy and insane and intense, and that’s if we’re lucky enough to live in the Warren. But I think maybe you should try not to worry about this...hmm.”
“What?”
“It’s just, this is probably the only thing I’ve seen you actually anxious about.”
“Well, yeah. You all matter to me. I want to protect you, but protecting you means more than making sure you don’t get shot. It means making sure you feel heard, seen, and loved. Safe.”
“Exactly, and you’re doing fine, and I think you will continue to do fine. And if you’re neglecting us, we’ll let you know. Just…” She stopped suddenly and turned to face him. “Hunter. How about, you trust us to handle things on the homefront, and we’ll trust you to handle things outside of it?”
He looked at her. This was an interesting side of her he hadn’t seen much of so far: she was trying to calm him and she was pretty good at it. Normally she was anxious or angry or both, even when things were still relatively reasonable.
“All right,” he said.
Brooke smiled, then stood on her tiptoes and kissed him, then resumed walking. He laughed softly and followed.
It wasn’t too much longer before they came on approach to the logging mill. It hadn’t looked in great shape through the binoculars, but up close, it looked worse. It was clear that the place had been shut down for a while, years at least. The windows were busted out, there were holes in the walls he could see, and most of the doors on the trailers placed around the open lot in front of the main building had been kicked in.
But there were clear signs that two people had been through here recently.
They first moved swiftly through the area, checking that nothing dangerous was lurking among the trailers or the main building. Hunter found himself anticipating that bad scent, that evil scent, but didn’t catch a whiff of it.
They moved among the industrial ruins. Through trailers that were emptied of everything but trash and leaves and decay. Along a perimeter that was no longer protected by the half-collapsed fence that once established it. Through the processing building, where great stacks of logs were once created. Now all the machinery, what was left, was rusted and broken.
In the end, they found themselves at the opposite side of the mill.
“So, they came here, walked around, kept going,” Hunter muttered.
“Looks that way. We keep going?”
“Yeah.”
They continued their journey. As they walked, Hunter noticed Brooke seemed bothered again.
“You okay?” he asked when it began to seem like she was getting distracted.
“What? Yeah. I’m just worried. About the lizards.”
“What about them? You think they might turn on us?”
“No, not that. They won’t survive out here. They must have been on vacation or something and got stuck here. When the cold comes, they’ll die if they aren’t somewhere warm and secure. And what if the Warren won’t take them?”
Hunter thought about it. “We won’t let them die. Even if the Warren won’t take them. I’ll help them get set up somewhere safer. But I think the Warren will take them.”
“Why?”
“Instinct, I guess. Maybe it’s from being around you all. You’re a little paranoid, understandably so, but you seem pretty accepting. I think rabbits understand the power of connection, of working with others, even if they’re different from you, during a time of crisis.”
Brooke considered it for a long moment. “I hope you’re right.”
“Me too.”
Wherever the conversation might have gone from there died the instant they heard gunfire. It was desperately close. And getting closer. Someone shouted, then someone else yelled out a command. More gunfire.
Hunter and Brooke were off and running by then, weapons out.
They raced through the dying forest, leaves crunching beneath their feet, brittle branches snagging on their clothes. Hunter listened for more clues as he hustled forward, his eyes automatically checking the way ahead for signs of a trap or some other danger. He heard three distinct voices now, all belonging to wolves.
Still wasn’t sure how he was figuring that out but he wasn’t complaining.
“Get back here!” one of them snarled and then another gunshot sounded.
Several more came back. Retaliatory shots, fired desperately while running. One went wild enough that it glanced off a tree barely five feet to his right and the rupture of displaced bark almost hit him in passing.
He had his pistol out and ready, then skidded to a halt when he realized they were approaching the perimeter of awareness for the wolves. Brooke picked up on it and stopped nearly at the same time. Ahead, he spied the three wolves and felt some measure of relief that they wore no uniforms. Just what looked to be hunting jackets and jeans.
Hunter pointed to a thick tree to the right and Brooke nodded and moved as quickly and quietly as she could. He did the same thing, drifting forward, covering the wolves. He found a suitable tree and headed for it.
They were in front of a cave that he didn’t actually see until he had gotten into position. It was well-hidden by several trees and large bushes.
Well, this was familiar.
The gunfire had stopped and the wolves were gathered in a loose group, apparently debating about what to do.
Brooke fired first, and it was dead accurate shot.
One of the wolves went down as a hole opened up dead center in the back of his skull, right through the brain stem. He dropped like a rock. The other two reacted on instinct, turning and running for cover at the same time, but Hunter was ready for them. He popped one through the head and the other through the neck.
That didn’t kill him immediately and he went down, grasping mindlessly for his throat as he choked on his own blood, the stuff pumping out of both entry wound and exit wound. Some part of Hunter told him to let the bastard suffer, let him bleed out, feel his life leak out of his body, his limbs grow weaker, his heart beating furiously to compensate for the loss of blood. To let him soak in the agony of a death that would make each second feel like an hour.
But he stomped on that impulse, knowing it for what it was.
Giving into thoughts like that was precisely how their civilization had ended up in this mess. So he aimed and fired again, pumping a bullet into the bastard’s skull and snuffing his life out. Hunter waited to see if anyone else would come running, but no one did. He and Brooke approached the cave, but he hesitated as he abruptly realized something.
The planting of these trees and the bushes, it was...clever.
Too clever.
As in, unnatural.
Could this be it?
He looked to Brooke, raising his eyebrows and nodding his head towards the cave. At this point, it was becoming clear that they could generally pick up on races through speech, so she should probably be the one to announce their presence.
“You can come out now! They’re dead! We’re friendly!” she called.
A pause, and just as he was about to decide they’d have to go in after them, two people emerged. A lizard and a rabbit. They were dirty and grim, with bags under their eyes. They looked pretty resolute, though. Closer to Diane than Nicole.
“Whoa, what are you?” the lizard asked.
He and his rabbit companion didn’t actually aim their pistols at him, but they seemed to come close.
“A friend,” Hunter replied, “who just saved you.”
“You’re Niko and Alice?” Brooke asked. “Petra sent us to find you.”
Both of them immediately relaxed as she said that. “How do you know Petra? You weren’t at the camp.”
Well, not completely relaxed.
“We just got there, first thing we did was agree to go out and find you,” Hunter replied. “You were supposed to be back yesterday.”
Both of them immediately blushed. “Yeah, we...got lost,” Alice murmured.
“Uh-huh,” Brooke replied with a soft chuckle.
“Distracted,” Niko added.
“Fine, distracted. Are you ready to go back or do you have pressing business elsewhere? Did you even find the medicine?” They lost their awkward smiles.
“No, we didn’t find anything. The logging mill was empty and we found a couple of abandoned vehicles and then we actually did get lost for a bit and–”
“All right, all right. Pat them down for supplies, I need to check out the cave. Brooke, stand guard,” Hunter said.
“Um…” Niko looked uncomfortably at the bodies, as did Alice.
“Look, I’m not trying to be a dick, but this new world is going to require you to be tougher than you were before. And you wandered around out there fucking around instead of staying on task when lives could have been on the line. I’m willing to let you tell them how your night went, but I’m going to be asking for some responsibility here. The world is ending and people are dying, you need to take this more seriously.”
He thought Brooke might say something, but her expression was, if anything, harder than his own probably was. Both of them looked properly penitent and simply nodded and got to work searching the bodies. Hunter headed inside and turned on his nightvision.
Something about this cave…
It tickled his instincts, dancing along his psychological periphery. Something was off about it. Just a little unnatural. Not like it was an unnaturally created cave, more a natural cave that had been altered just a bit. The initial opening was small and led to a tunnel that soon broadened into a small cave. It all looked pretty empty and unassuming, and yet…
There was another opening near the back. Hunter walked over to it and headed deeper. He followed a curving and descending rock tunnel until it opened up into another, smaller opening.
And there it was.
He stared at an airlock of clean, smooth silver metal built into the solid rock wall.
“Holy shit,” he whispered.
This was it.
Hunter moved cautiously closer and studied it for traps or defenses of any kind. He saw none. Shit. This was happening a lot faster than he thought it would. Maybe they’d lucked out. Hunter tried not to rush as he made his way back, and when he emerged in the pale gray sunlight, he could tell that Brooke could tell he was excited.
“What’s in there?” she asked.
“It’s here,” he said.
Her eyes went wide. “No. Are you fucking serious?”
“Yes, it’s in there.”
“What is?” Niko asked.
“Something we’ve been looking for,” Hunter replied, looking around a little anxious.
Jesus Christ these wolves had gotten within spitting distance of the goddamned Warren. Probably the only thing that was keeping him from freaking out a little more was the fact that they weren’t military.
“What do we do? Can I see it?” Brooke asked.
“Not yet. We have to get back, get Kiara. She can get us inside.”
“Inside what?” Alice pressed.
“We’ll tell back at camp. It isn’t safe. Did you finish?” he asked impatiently.
“We got through these two,” Niko replied with a face of distaste, indicating the bodies.
“Fine. Hurry up and get through the last guy.” Hunter leaned down and grabbed the two bodies, then threw one over his shoulder like it weighed nothing and dragged the other.
“What are you doing?!” Brooke called as he headed back into the cave.
“Hiding the bodies!”
He dumped them in the shadows of the first cavern and then hurried back, helped them finish patting down the final corpse (they’d had some food, a canteen, and a pair of survival kits on them) and then he dumped it in the cave, too.
“All right,” he said, emerging once more as he wiped his hands off on his pants, “let’s get the fuck out of here.”
…
They made it back in record time.
Hunter spied Kiara and Rain among the tents, talking with other refugees, and sent Niko and Alice up to the top of the watchtower with the supplies they’d found. He was interested to note that Kiara and Rain both became aware of his presence before he actually grabbed their attention. They looked at him and he tilted his head, calling them over.
Something made him look up and he found Chloe leaning over the side of the watchtower, looking down.
How did they know? Maybe she’d seen him coming in...and with Kiara and Rain it must be his scent. He wasn’t sure why his mind kept snagging on things like this, but quickly decided it must be his innate need of understanding that was honed on the battlefield, keeping him alive.
“What happened?” Kiara asked as soon as he’d gathered them up and led them away from the watchtower.
“We found it,” he replied flatly.
All three of them reacted immediately, eyes widening, ears perking up.
“What happened?” Kiara repeated.
“Tracked them to a cave, saved them from wolves, found the entrance deeper inside the cave. It was sealed up, didn’t see any obvious defenses,” he explained. “We have to try and get in touch with those inside.”
“Is everything all right?” They all looked over to see Petra standing nearby uncertainly.
Hunter looked back at the others. Their expressions told him what he needed to know and he turned back to her. “We found it.”
For a moment she looked confused, then her eyes widened. She hurried over. “The Warren?”
“Yes. It’s in a cave not far from here. We’re going to try and get in contact with those inside.”
“Let me come,” Petra said.
He could see a hint of paranoia in her eyes and didn’t blame her. What if they just disappeared? Of course, two of her people now had the location and it would be easy to put together, but she didn’t know that right now.
“Okay. Get what you need, we’re leaving in five minutes,” he replied.
She nodded tightly and hurried off.
“What did it look like?” Kiara asked. Hunter described it to her and she frowned. “Hmm. Certainly not the main entrance, but that sounds right.”
“Works for me,” Hunter replied.
He found himself intensely eager to get back there and get inside, and in that moment, he abruptly realized that a tension had formed somewhere inside of him. A tension that had yet to break. Ease, yes, but not break. The tension of having his mates out in the open, in danger. He would not be able to truly rest until they were safe, in the Warren.
Please, he found himself thinking as they waited for Petra, please let this work.
Only one way to find out.
Petra didn’t keep them waiting, coming back in just under three minutes. They got to it and set a brisk pace.
“Do you really think me and the other lizards will be welcome?” she asked after a few minutes of hurried hiking.
“We can’t know for sure,” Hunter replied. “I think so, but we don’t know.”
“I guess we’ll find out,” she muttered.
“If they won’t let you in, I won’t let you die,” he replied after a moment. She looked at him, a silent inquiry in her yellow eyes. “I’m not going to let you and the other lizards just freeze to death out here. I’ll do my best to find you a place to live, help you figure something out.”
“Well...thank you. That is deeply appreciated.”
“We’ve had enough death and dying lately,” Kiara muttered.
“Yes, we have,” Petra replied softly.
They fell silent and remained so until they came back to the cave. There were no signs that anyone else had come along and Hunter led them inside with a mixture of caution and eagerness. Within moments, they stood before the metal airlock.
“Okay, now what?” he asked.
“Um…” Kiara murmured when they all looked at her.
She sighed and walked slowly up to the airlock, to a panel built into its right side. It was functional, she found as she pressed the CALL button on it.
“Hello?” she asked cautiously, then seemed to think better of it and cleared her through. “My name is Kiara, I and my friends are seeking refuge in the Warren. Can you help us?”
They waited. Nothing happened. Kiara swallowed and tried again.
Still nothing happened.
A long, long few minutes went by as she repeated the process.
Nothing but dead air was their response.
“Um...are we sure it’s working?” Rain asked awkwardly.
“It’s definitely on,” Kiara replied. “They should be hearing me.”
“Maybe they’re on break?” Brooke hazarded.
“It seems doubtful...but I suppose we don’t actually know the situation in there. They could be overworked and understaffed. We don’t know how many people actually made it here,” Kiara murmured as she worked the problem around in her head.
“Can we break in?” Hunter asked. They all looked at him uncertainly. “Push comes to shove, do we have the ability to force our way in?”
“Well...yes, we do,” Kiara admitted. “Among the things I did manage to salvage from the Evergreen database were the codes to get inside.”
Hunter waited, tensing. He was positive they would have at least one camera hidden somewhere around here, and were listening right now. So why not open? But if that was the case, they would probably react to what she had just said.
But nothing continued to happen.
“Maybe it’s because of me,” Petra murmured unhappily.
“Or me,” Hunter said.
“Maybe...but why wouldn’t they say anything? Anything at all?” Kiara demanded.
“Maybe it’s broken. Maybe they can hear us but we can’t hear them. But you’d think they’d have sent someone out by now,” Hunter replied.
“Maybe they had some kind of emergency…” Kiara sighed heavily. “I’m not willing to just break in. Not yet.”
“All right, keep trying,” Hunter said.
Kiara stepped back up to the control panel and hit the call button again. “Please, please, will you answer us? At all? Say anything? We need help. We have wounded, there are wolves in the region…”
…
Half an hour went by.
Then an hour passed.
Still nothing. Not a peep. Not one change.
As they began coming up on another half hour mark, Hunter finally stepped up.
“All right, enough,” he said. “They aren’t answering, so we’re going in. Put in the codes.”
Kiara sighed and relented. “Fine, yes.” She paused and then hit the call button once more. “We need to get inside, and we have the codes to get inside, so...this is your last chance to talk with us.”
Dead silence. Kiara sighed again, by now extremely agitated, and pulled out the tablet. “Motherfuckers won’t talk to me,” she growled as she started punching in numbers into a keypad.
He had to admit, he liked this side of her.
“Get over by the wall,” Hunter said, his SMG already in hand.
The others gathered silently to the right as he joined Kiara, coming to stand on the opposite side of the door. He listened to her punch in a sequence of numbers that he lost count of somewhere around fifteen and then, at last, a happy chime filled the air and the airlock opened.
They tensed, waited for something to come out.
Nothing did.
Hunter peered cautiously inside. It was, indeed, an airlock. Not something he particularly wanted to willingly go inside. They were basically deathtraps if you wanted them to be. Maybe that’s what they were waiting for. Lure them in and kill them that way.
“I’m going in alone,” Hunter said.
“No,” Kiara replied immediately. He looked at her. “I’m going in, too.”
He could tell she wasn’t going to back down from this, no matter what he said, so he just nodded and shifted to Brooke. “If we aren’t out in half an hour, get everyone back to the camp and bunk down for the night and if we aren’t back by morning...start figuring something else out.”
“Great,” she muttered.
“Will you do that, Brooke?” he pressed, because he could tell she wanted to argue.
“Yes,” she grunted. “I’ll do it. Just...come back out alive.”
“We sure intend to,” Kiara murmured. “Now let’s go, Hunter.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, suppressing a smile.
He really liked this side of her.
They walked cautiously into the airlock. It smelled faintly of antiseptics and machine oil. It was about the size of a pair of typical elevators side by side and held them comfortably enough. Although when Kiara closed the door behind them and initiated the cycle to let them in, it began to feel claustrophobic very quickly.
Hunter had them tuck themselves to either side of the inner door. There was enough space for her to hide, but not really for him with his huge frame. He was still wondering if it would be a good idea or not to be aiming his SMG into the Warren when the cycle ended and the inner door opened.
This was it.
Moment of truth.
What they’d been prepping and then journeying towards for almost a week now.
Anything could be inside.
And…
“What the fuck?” Kiara whispered.
Darkness awaited them. It wasn’t absolute darkness, there were a few pieces of tech embedded in the walls that gave off faint blue glows. Hunter activated his nightvision at the same time Kiara pulled out a flashlight and clicked it on.
He was quite happy to find that it didn’t overload his nightvision, and that it automatically adjusted to fill in the shadows the flashlight left.
What looked to be a basic waiting area or lobby was beyond the threshold.
It was surprisingly homey, the walls painted a gentle blue, the floor carpeted in soft beige. There were simple but comfortable-looking seats and small couches along the walls. There were doors in the walls, none of them open.
“Hello?” Kiara called out.
Nearly absolute silence was the answer. The only sound was that of very, very faint whirring, coming from the technology of the Warren.
They shared a look, and then cautiously began to explore. Hunter went to the nearest door and opened it up. A shiny bathroom was revealed. A row of urinals, a row of sinks, a row of stalls. He gave it all a quick once over, in case someone was hiding, but the place looked untouched. The next door revealed another bathroom.
They moved over to the opposite wall and hit the button to open a third door. Here was a kitchenette, divided in half, one side populated by tables and chairs, the other a food prep area. Hunter cleared this room, too, and then opened up one of the cabinets in the prep area.
It was empty. Completely bare.
He opened up another. So was this one.
They all were.
“I don’t understand,” Kiara said slowly, her voice dreamlike. “Where is everyone? Where is everything?”
Hunter was getting an idea of what had happened and wasn’t sure how to tell her. He pressed on anyway, just in case. The second door in this side of the room led to a small infirmary that he would bet also wasn’t stocked.
And confirmed that yes, it was just as empty.
Although there was at least some technology embedded in the walls meant to do some of the medical labor, so it wasn’t a total wash.
They came to the final door, opposite the airlock, which had to lead deeper into the Warren.
“I don’t get it! Is this just an unused wing or something? But why wouldn’t it be stocked?” Kiara asked, her anxiety increasing.
“I’m not sure,” Hunter replied.
He reached out and hit the open button. The door slipped silently open to reveal…
More darkness. A corridor that had a couple of other doors in the walls and another, larger one, at its opposite end.
“Hunter…” Kiara whispered.
“I think we’re the first ones here, Kiara,” he replied.
She said nothing in response, just stared along with him.
The Warren was empty.
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