
        
            
                
            
        

    [image: ]




DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE – EPISODE 04. Copyright © 2025 by Misty Vixen.
Kindle Edition. All rights reserved.
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entire coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from the author or publisher.




TABLE OF CONTENTS
CHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5
CHAPTER 6
CHAPTER 7
CHAPTER 8
CHAPTER 9
CHAPTER 10
CHAPTER 11
ABOUT ME




CHAPTER 1
 
“I’m starting to freak out,” Kiara said, breaking the silence that had fallen across them.
“Kiara,” he said. She didn’t look at him, just kept looking down the darkened hallway before them. “Kiara!”
She gasped and twisted towards him. “What!?”
“Listen to me, Kiara,” he said, his voice serious and deliberate. He held her eyes with his own. “I’m strong and everyone’s relying on me, but you’re smart. You are the brains of this operation and we need you. I need you. To keep your head. Panic is not an option right now because lives are on the line and we have to keep our shit together.”
She seemed to be coming back to herself as he spoke and stared hard into her eyes. She shuddered, once, then closed her eyes and made a visible effort to recollect herself. When she opened them again, she looked more in control.
“You’re right,” she said. “You’re right. I just...what now?”
“Now, we finish searching the area and see if we can find any clues as to why no one is here, or if anyone is here, and then we return to the others.”
“You said half an hour,” she replied. “Do you think we can search it in that time?”
“I don’t know, I have no idea how big this place is, but I can keep track of time. We’ll be back out in half an hour. Stay close to me and stay quiet.”
She nodded and slipped a bit closer to him.
The hallway they had come to extended a ways. He counted a dozen doors in each wall to either side of them. Walking over to the nearest one on the left, he opened it cautiously and peered inside. There was what looked to be a dorm room within. Twin bunk beds, some chairs around a table. He spied another door at the back and checked it out, finding a small bathroom with a toilet, a sink, and a single shower cubicle.
It all looked like it had never been touched.
Hunter retreated and moved to the next door down. This one opened up into a completely empty room with shelves lining the wall, what looked like what was to be a storage bay. The third door down revealed another vacant dorm room.
Hunter felt like an archaeologist in a nightmare as he continued checking the rooms quickly. None of them showed any signs of anyone having been in them. They came to the final door and cautiously opened it up.
Darkness there, and nothing more.
They had come to a broad hallway, this one going left and right, each one slanting away after about fifty feet, creating half a hexagon. It looked like a thoroughfare meant to handle a lot of foot traffic. No way looked more appealing than the other, so he picked right and went.
The inner wall had a door first but it was locked and he wasn’t confident enough to start kicking in doors yet, so he kept on until he found another door in the outer wall. It led to...basically a carbon copy of the place they’d just come from.
More dorms, more storage rooms, all the way back to another airlock. He didn’t bother checking the rooms now because they were running out of time. He knew Brooke wouldn’t come in after them. She’d do what he’d asked her to do.
Pressing on, they found a few more doorways along the inner wall, all of which were locked, and then came to a broad opening on the opposite side of the hexagonal hallway leading out into what looked to be a big reception hall.
“This has to be the main entrance,” he muttered as he looked around.
The ceiling was some twenty feet high, the room broad and empty save for a pair of what might have been security kiosks to either side of a main entrance. It was another airlock, much bigger than the others, big enough to get a vehicle through if they really wanted to.
In his mind, Hunter could envision this place packed with rabbits, everyone getting checked in, probably filling out forms to help create a database of those coming to live in the Warren. He heard the phantom sounds of quiet conversation, children laughing and playing, a few babies crying or cooing.
But it was dark and dead here.
It felt like the start to horror mystery where everyone had vanished in the blink of an eye, a world emptied of meaning and sound and color.
He could’ve sworn he’d read a novella like that once, something about an airport maybe.
“Why aren’t they here?” Kiara whispered.
“I don’t know. Something had to have happened. Maybe the attack came too soon, they weren’t ready, or they were caught in a bombing...I don’t know. But we have to keep moving, I want to see if we can get into that central area.”
They turned back and kept going. That central section had to be the key, some kind of control area or something. And as they kept walking, they found what appeared to be big elevator doors, also firmly closed and locked. Continuing along, they found a third receiving wing and a couple more locked doors, and wound up back at where they’d started.
“We’re almost out of time, right?” Kiara asked.
“Yeah,” Hunter replied, leading her back to the original airlock. “But I’m not done here yet. I want to get in that central area before we make our next decision. We can’t go back empty-handed.”
“We can’t,” Kiara agreed firmly.
They cycled back through the airlock and found several relieved faces waiting for them.
“It’s empty,” he said.
Their relief turned to anxiety.
“Empty how? Like...what?” Brooke asked.
“No one’s there,” Kiara said bitterly. “It’s finished, and it’s turned on, sort of. No lights but there’s technology working. But it’s like no one ever arrived.”
“So...we have a place to stay?” Petra asked hopefully.
“Yeah, we should,” Hunter replied. “But we need to figure out more. I want you all to come inside. We have a bit more searching to do.”
“Let’s go,” Rain said eagerly, and the others nodded.
They cycled back through the airlock and he led them through the receiving hall.
“This isn’t what I imagined it would look like,” Petra murmured.
“It’s about what I was hoping for...although I’m hoping there’s more than this,” Chloe said softly.
“There has to be more levels,” Hunter said. “There’s no way this is the entire shelter. This looks like temporary housing, for holding people as they arrive and giving them a place to get situated and wait while they get them sorted into a more permanent residence. There’s basic dorms, infirmaries, and messhalls.”
“What was that last one?” Petra asked.
“Uh, dining rooms,” he replied.
“I hope we can get some lights on,” Rain whispered. “It’s creepy in here.”
“Yeah,” Brooke muttered unhappily.
“Shh,” Hunter replied.
They quieted down and came back to the hexagon hallway. He selected the first door they had come to and had the others step to the side while he listened against the door. He had no sense that anything was moving around on the other side.
Hunter studied the door for a long moment, saw no obvious way of opening it otherwise, and got to work. He put his shoulder to the door and leaned into it, applying a slowly increasing amount of pressure. He felt the door begin to give and leaned into it more.
Something snapped and the door fell inward. He almost went with it but managed to catch himself and bring his pistol up at the same time.
He blinked in surprise as he saw a security control room. A huge bank of monitors took up the wall to the left, all of them dark and dead. Most of the rest of the walls were taken up by cubicles and the center of the room was occupied by a raised dais with a larger desk on it, probably where whoever was in charge sat.
This looked like a security center. He even saw a door over to his right that was heavier, made of metal at least, that said WEAPONRY above it. An armory. So this had to be the nerve center for security in the Warren.
And he had just walked into it by leaning against a door kind of hard.
Did they not take security that seriously?
Maybe...there wasn’t as much of a need to. Maybe rabbits just didn’t fuck over other rabbits nearly as much as humans fucked each other over.
Maybe they could actually trust each other.
God, he hoped so.
“Stay here,” Hunter said, and did a quick survey of the area.
Nothing under the desks, nothing in the cubicles, the hidden places. He hurried over to the armory and peered in through what he hoped was bulletproof glass, and his hopes fell. While it was clear that this was, in fact, the armory, it was just as clear that they hadn’t managed to stock it. The gun racks were empty, the shelves bare.
Perhaps there was a hidden trove in the closed gun lockers, but he doubted it.
And as it was, he couldn’t get the door open either.
“Okay, come on,” he said, moving over to the next door, which was across from the first and led deeper into the control center.
The others came inside wordlessly and began looking around. He left them to it, trusting them (and his own finely tuned senses) to let him know if something was up. He moved to the next door and found it unlocked. Opening it led into a similarly sized room, but this one was occupied mostly by more cubicles and desks, all of it lorded over by a pair of large screens hung up on the outer walls.
So what was this then? If he had to guess, he’d theorize this was the ‘everything else’ portion of the control network. They likely monitored the utilities that fueled the Warren from here, and probably the human...rabbit element of the shelter. Making sure the people had what they needed.
That felt confirmed when he checked out five doors across the way and found that each led into a small office where people could come and sit down and address issues or grievances. Each of the outer doors in these offices led to a long waiting area with a pair of entrances, both doors he had tried and failed to open during the initial sweep.
He doubled back and checked on the girls.
“Hunter, I want to try turning on one of these,” Kiara said, though she was looking at the raised platform in the security room as she said it.
“Go for it, I’m going to keep looking,” he replied.
“On it.”
Hunter went to the final door in the operations room and opened it up. He found an empty room with a row of closed, people-sized elevator doors. So that big one he saw out there was probably a freight elevator, and here was the line of more regular–
All of his instincts roared as his eyes fell on the final door in the row. Not an elevator door, what he imagined led to the emergency stairs.
The door was heavy and metal, looking a bit out of place among the others, and it had a hell of a lot of damage beaten into it.
Only it was beaten from the other side.
Like something had been trying to get out.
Something very strong.




CHAPTER 2
 
“We have a problem and we need to think about leaving,” Hunter said as he came back into the security HQ.
“What happened?” almost everyone asked at the same time.
“Something tried to beat its way through the stairwell door. Meaning something is inside of the Warren, on the lower levels. I think that’s why this place was locked down, and apparently they have a better lockdown system for the stairwell than anything else.”
“Maybe they hadn’t finished installing the heavier doors,” Kiara murmured.
“Could it be one of them?” Rain whispered.
“It has to be,” he replied.
“One of who exactly? You mentioned there’s something else out there in the woods...it’s in here, too?” Petra asked anxiously.
“I think so, but we should go,” Hunter replied firmly.
“No, we can’t just...leave,” Brooke said.
“I’ve got this thing booted up,” Kiara said. “At least let me try to get in.”
He considered it, then sighed. “Five minutes. And be ready to fucking run back to that airlock.”
“You can handle it...right?” Rain asked.
“I don’t know, because I don’t know what it is, and that’s a question I’d rather have answered later rather than sooner. Or at least when I don’t have so many noncombatants I need to watch out for around. Hurry up,” Hunter replied tightly. “I’m going back to study the door a bit more.”
He slipped back to the elevator room and approached the door. He put his hand to it, gently running it over the dents. It looked like a person had tried punching their way through...a person with metal fists and piston-driven arms. This door was pretty damn solid. For a moment that confused him, but after a second he had it.
This must be part of a last-ditch protocol to protect the bottom levels in case the top levels were ever breached by wolves. Give them time to get out by other means. Were there other means? Other airlocks down lower that let into other caves?
There must be.
The rabbit people here did seem to have good instincts, and they wouldn’t box themselves in like that.
Hunter leaned in and tried to get a scent. He thought he caught the barest hint of that dangerous decayed smell, but it was so faint it was probably his imagination. He had to make sure he didn’t try to fill in the blank too hard. Could be something else.
Was this why no one was here?
But then wouldn’t there be more evidence of people up here?
Unless they had all been down below when the lockdown had been initiated...Hunter found his mind filled with a nightmare vision of bloodied corridors, shredded remains, and glowing eyes staring at him from the darkness.
He shook it off.
Goddamnit, why couldn’t things be simple?
He finished checking the door over, finding no other clues and figuring that it seemed intact enough to remain a deterrent if they came knocking again. Although for how long? What if they had left the Warren?
This presented a pretty big dilemma now.
Hunter headed back and found Kiara glaring into the screen. “Any luck?”
“No,” she growled, her frustration plain. “The database is on lockdown and I can’t get in. I don’t have the codes as far as I can tell. Maybe they’re buried in the data I grabbed, I haven’t finished looking through it yet, but we might be in trouble. We need a hacker or something.”
“Knew it,” he muttered. “All right, shut it down and let’s get the hell out of here. We need to get back to the watchtower camp and figure out what our next move is.”
The others made sounds of disappointed agreement and Kiara shut the terminal back down. He led them back through the gloom, more wary than ever of threats. That door probably wasn’t the only way through from the lower levels, and he had no idea what these things were capable of.
It felt strange to admit to himself that he was excited by this. The wolves were disappointing, easy meat to cut through, too easy. He imagined the tigers might give him more trouble. But these things, these mystery beasts of technology and flesh, seemed tough.
A proper trial by fire against which to test himself in this new universe.
But those thoughts would have to be pushed down, because his own craving for challenge and blood on the floor could not ever get in the way of his duty to protect those he loved, those who needed him, the innocent and the weak and the weary and the wounded.
They came out the airlock and found the cave as empty as before. Hunter cautiously led the way, making sure nothing was laying in wait.
Outside, it was colder.
He began leading his group back home.
…
Hunter kept turning the problem over in his head as they stalked through the gray forest.
He would have to ask if anyone at the camp had any kind of hacking capability, but it felt unlikely for some reason. They were going to have to be able to get into that database at some point, if only because you needed power to maintain an underground, airlocked shelter. Maybe they had natural vents for air but he hadn’t seen any.
But that didn’t really solve the bigger problem that apparently one or more of those creatures had gotten into the Warren.
It was one thing knowing it was a possibility, it was a completely different thing to discover that it had already happened well before they got there.
Realistically, his two primary options were: bring people to the Warren or don’t.
He was reluctant to keep them out here because exactly how long was it going to be before something more serious happened? Before something more than a handful of idiots with guns stumbled across that encampment? Before–
Hunter froze and snapped his fist up as he heard a voice yell something from up ahead.
A wolf voice.
The watchtower was just past this next hill, he could actually see the very top of it from where he stood. He made the hide motion and then scrambled up the hill. A moment later, he was atop it, crouched behind a tree and bearing witness to a nightmare.
The wolves had found them.
His mind rapidly calculated the situation as he grit his teeth and felt his eyes start bulging out of his skull. Twenty wolves. They had brought every single rabbit and lizard out of their encampment and marched them over to a small clearing beside the watchtower. He saw three figures up on the tower itself, six more among the tents, tearing them up, the rest standing around the group, who were mostly down on their knees.
It seemed like the leader of the pack was trying to get information out of one of the lizards, who either didn’t know or was resisting.
Hunter was formulating a plan of attack when the leader aimed his pistol at the lizard’s head and pulled the trigger.
Something happened.
Something new.
Something old.
Something ancient, augmented by tech.
A thermonuclear warhead detonated deep in the darkened trenches of Hunter’s psyche and red flame began to consume him from the inside.
He stepped out from behind the tree, inhaled as deeply as he could, and let out a scream he didn’t know he had in him.
It echoed, long and loud and dangerously, across the dying landscape. The wolves all reacted on pure instinct to the challenge and the threat he had just nearly torn his throat out issuing. They all turned towards him, weapons raised, eyes wide.
Hunter was halfway down the hill before his roar had stopped echoing.
The gun was no longer a gun but an extension of himself. He was still running down the hill when he started opening fire. He felt a clarity of purpose and a focus that seemed inhuman. He could have parted an atom in that moment.
Twelve shots in the pistol.
Twelve trigger pulls.
Twelve wolf skulls snapped back as sprays of blood, bone fragments, and brain matter misted on the air.
He dropped the pistol as he reached the encampment.
Fire ignited his veins, quicksilver fueled his thoughts, ice zeroed his will.
The ones surrounding the innocent (his people) were executed. The ones atop the watchtower and within the fenced section were still scrambling to react. His own people were crouched, frozen in absolute terror.
He vaulted over them easily, landing with a slam on the other side, just short of the fence.
They had penned themselves in, those sorry fuckers.
Hunter heard gunfire, felt three pebbles flick harmlessly against his chest, and kept going. He was through the opening into the fenced area in two beats of a heart and then he was among them. Five still alive there were.
The first wolf was raising a shotgun, but it offered him no solace nor salvation. Hunter had his big hands around the man’s head and with a twist, tore his head half off in a tremendous spray of blood. The second wolf he made a blade with his hand and drove his fingertips into the man’s jugular, kept going, and got a grip on his spinal column.
He tore it out and wore the red like warpaint.
His fist connected with the third wolf’s skull and caved it in like a baseball bat striking a rotten melon.
The last two were trying to flee. One of them turned at the last second to try and fend him off as he sensed his death incoming and raised a knife. Hunter grabbed the man’s wrist and forced the blade as easy as could be into the wolf’s own eye.
The last wolf had just cleared the gate. Hunter was already aware of one of the metal tent poles sticking up out of the ground a few feet to his right. Without looking, his hand shot out, wrapped around it, tore it from the ground, and threw it like a javelin in one smooth motion. It hit the fleeing wolf in the back, right where his heart would be, burst through his ribcage, and kept going.
The wolf didn’t, though.
Three targets left.
He snapped his gaze up and saw a wolf staring down at him in open terror. When they locked eyes, the fucker actually shrieked. Hunter dashed towards the stairs, his SMG forgotten as it bumped against his side on its sling.
No, he wanted to keep doing this with his bare hands.
He was up to the top of the watchtower in three seconds flat. His muscles were beginning to burn and ache but he ignored that.
The first wolf tried to fight him as he came up onto the platform, so Hunter rewarded him with a quick death, grabbing the knife the man held and forcing it hard and fast through his temple. He turned towards the second wolf, who stared at him in terror so rapt it no doubt consumed his mind.
The instant Hunter began moving towards him, he turned and leaped off the tower.
Which just left him and the last piece of shit.
Hunter surged forward and punched him in the face. His nose vaporized and his head impacting the window behind him shattered it in an instant. He collapsed to the deck, but Hunter wasn’t done. He leaped onto him and began hammering his skull with his fist.
He went away for a moment there.
When he came back, he was punching shattered bone into bloodied wood.
His muscles were really aching and his head was swimming, he realized. There was something he had to do, something important, his training screaming at him through the bloodhaze. And then he did it and all at once the world snapped back into real time and the weight of everything seemed to come down on him.
Hunter started coughing, then groaned as he slowly got to his feet.
It was dead silent and for a moment that filled him with terror but he didn’t know why. Then his thoughts snapped back into place and he turned to look at the innocents.
They were indeed silent, all of them staring up at him with wide eyes.




CHAPTER 3
 
He became aware of pained groaning.
Hunter looked over and saw that the wolf that had leaped to his death had actually survived his fall, though it was clear he wasn’t going to last much longer. An idea formed in his mind and he moved back down to take advantage of it.
This was not over.
His body protested, but he could feel the fire calming.
What in the fuck had that been?
It was familiar, he knew that, some ability of his technological and genetic engineering. He’d had no idea it had been there and yet, when the time came, it was as familiar to him as his own hands. He looked down.
His hands were completely drenched in blood, bits of hair and flesh and bone and...was that teeth? Yeah, teeth clinging to it.
Good.
They had earned it.
Hunter caught sight of Brooke standing on the hill where he had been when he’d activated his ability. She was staring at him silently. He motioned for her to join him, pointed to the civilians, and then turned all his attention to the lone survivor.
The wolf was trying to crawl away, but he’d clearly broken an arm in the fall, too.
“Please...please...please...” he panted.
“Shut up,” Hunter growled. “Tell me what I want to know and I’ll make it quick.”
The wolf groaned, squeezing his eyes shut. He coughed suddenly and spurt of blood escaped his mouth.
“What?” he gasped.
“Where’s your den?”
“One mile north.” He started coughing and crying out as the coughs wracked his broken body. Hunter grabbed his SMG and aimed it. “Do you have any idea what you look like?” the wolf whispered when the coughing fit subsided.
“Yes,” Hunter replied, and squeezed the trigger.
The gunshot was loud, echoing beneath dead gray skies.
Hunter turned away from the corpse and found Brooke and the others coming up to the civilians. He felt his thoughts returning to normal and he knew decisions had to be made, and they had to be made right now.
As he walked over to the others, he saw them collectively flinch.
He noted Brooke, Rain, Chloe, and Kiara didn’t, though they looked tense as hell.
“I’m not insane,” Hunter said. “I would never hurt any of you. I will protect you.”
If this was Earth, he thought that probably would have been met with mixed results, but over here, they listened to their instincts. And they all relaxed.
Protector.
That’s what he was to them.
It’s what he wanted and it’s what they needed.
Perhaps he needed it, too.
“...what the fuck was that!?” Brooke asked finally.
“Like I said, I’m a super soldier,” Hunter replied. “Is anyone hurt? Chloe, come on, start helping the wounded.”
“...right, yes,” she murmured, shaking her head a few times and turning her attention to the others.
He looked to Petra and strode up to her. He was glad she didn’t flinch, although she still looked somewhat in shock.
“We have to make a choice,” he said. “Either try to find somewhere else to hide out or go to the Warren.”
“Did you say the Warren?” he heard one of the others asked.
“It’s real?”
“Where?!”
Hunter turned towards them. Something had changed during all that, both in him and in them. The nature of their relationship seemed to have fully solidified. He trusted them, he realized, and they trusted him.
They would follow him.
He would lead them, he decided, for now.
A warrior could never be leader for too long. It was like chemotherapy, it saved the body from the cancer killing it, but if you used it too long, it would kill the body entirely.
“We’ve found the Warren,” he said, addressing them all. “It’s real, it’s nearby, and it’s empty.” He heard several shocked whispered. “We were just coming back from investigating it. It’s finished, for the most part, but it seems like either no one ever arrived or…” He hesitated.
To tell or not to tell?
They should know what they were facing.
“Or they were killed. Something seems to be inside the Warren, in the lower levels. The only evidence we have is that a metal door leading to the stairwell was partially beaten in from the inside. It looks like whatever it was gave up. It might still be below, or it might have left. Regardless, we now have a choice to make.”
Hunter felt only a flicker of a notion to ask them what they wanted to do, but it died before it even formed. No, they would rely on him to make the choice and, in truth, he knew he was the most suited to. He could see it in all of their eyes, even Petra.
“Our choices are to find somewhere else to try and make a camp and hopefully hide from the wolves while we try to sort out the mystery of the Warren, or to go into the Warren and almost certainly be protected from the wolves, but risk running into whatever is inside there. We don’t know what it is, only that it’s strong and deadly. I believe one of you encountered it already.”
He looked to the wounded man, who was laying on the ground now, having apparently been dragged down from up top. They all slowly looked to him.
“I can’t...remember what it was that got me,” he said slowly, his face screwed up in pain.
“I know, but I think it was one of those things.”
“What things?” someone asked anxiously.
“We don’t know. There’s something out there in the woods, killing apparently anyone they come across. We overheard some wolves talking about them. We know they have technology of some kind, but that’s about it.”
“What do we do?” someone else asked.
Hunter thought about it for a moment. Both options didn’t seem great. And then he heard a voice from somewhere in the shadowed depths of his past, sharp and clear.
The only wrong choice is no choice.
“We’re going to the Warren,” he said, making his choice. “I want you all to get packed up. Grab everything. Every gun, every bullet, every bit of food and scrap of clothing. Pack it all up. I’m going to find that wolf den and kill every last one of those motherfuckers. If I’m not back in one hour, you all will head for the Warren and start getting settled in. Brooke is in charge of security, Kiara and Petra are in charge of everything else. Listen to them.”
“What about you?” Rain asked quietly.
“I’ll find my way to the Warren if I take too long out there.” He paused, considered it. “Honestly, I may stay out for a bit today, do some scouting. We really need to know the lay of the land, figure out what kind of resources we’re working with, locations we might strip for supplies…”
He frowned as he felt the call of battle again, the urge to get out there and eliminate the threats to his people.
“I have to go,” he said. “They’re going to be looking for this patrol.”
“Right,” Rain murmured.
He remembered something he’d seen up there on the watchtower, something he was going to need. He turned and jogged over, hustling up the stairs. His body ached, but it was being kept at a distance. What was this ability? How much could he use it? How often? What did it cost?
Still far too many questions, and he didn’t even know if he’d get answers from the Warren.
He supposed he’d find out the hard way, probably.
But it also begged the question: what else might be lurking in him?
He found a pretty sharp looking rifle with a nice scope fitted to it. One of the wolves had been holding it when he’d come charging up. Hunter picked it up and checked it over quickly, more grateful than ever that apparently guns weren’t really any different over here. Either that or he was even more adaptive than he suspected.
Scope with a good range. Magazine with ten shots of long, jacketed rounds. It didn’t seem to have been damaged in the conflict. He hunted around and managed to turn up half a dozen magazines from the pockets of the wolf he’d punched into a broken bloody ruin. He realized his hand was hurting in a few places and saw there were still some bits of bone and shattered teeth embedded in his skin. He took a moment to pick them out and toss them aside, then headed back down.
He paused to paw through the pockets of the corpses he’d created. He found a handful of decently honed throwing knives that appealed to him in such an immediate and potent way he knew he could throw them with a terrifying precision. He grabbed a pair of smaller sidearms and a few more tactical attachments for his vest that let him secure the knives, one of the pistols, and several magazines. He found an ankle holster for the other one and attached it firmly.
Never could have too many guns.
He finished securing everything, then jogged back over to the others. Rain, Kiara, and Brooke were still standing together in a loose group, talking with Petra about the logistics of the move. They fell silent as he approached.
“I need a moment alone with them,” he said.
“Of course,” Petra murmured, nodding vaguely and stepping away.
She still seemed in a bit of a daze.
They all did.
“What is it?” Brooke asked.
Hunter looked at the three women, then glanced over at Chloe. She was checking over the bandages of the wounded man with a tender thoroughness, her face set and a little grim. Hopefully he wasn’t going to die on them. He looked back to the three women before him. Something was changing in his head, only...no, not changing.
Revealing. It was revealing itself, something that should have been obvious by now.
“I love you,” he said plainly. “All of you. Brooke, Kiara, Rain. I love you and I love Chloe and as long as I’m alive I will always come back to you.”
Rain didn’t seem particularly surprised, and her smile was serene. Kiara looked caught between happy and shocked. Brooke looked almost bewildered.
“I love you too, Hunter,” Rain said.
“I do, too,” Kiara murmured. “I...oh my, this is a lot right now.”
“I know, but I needed to tell you.” He looked at Brooke.
“I…” She looked lost, uncertain, but then blinked a few times. “I love you as well, Hunter...don’t die out there.”
“I’m not planning on it,” he replied.
Then he began to lean in to kiss Kiara, but hesitated as she pulled back.
“I’m sorry, you’re covered in blood,” she said.
“Oh. Right. Well...kisses to you. When we’re settled in at the Warren, we can have a long shower together.”
“I am so looking forward to that,” Rain replied.
“Good luck out there,” Brooke said.
He nodded. “You, too.”
Hunter hurried over to Chloe. She had switched over to the wounded man’s other side and was facing away from him now. He saw one rabbit ear twitch back to face him as he approached. Hunter dropped into a crouch beside her.
“I love you, Chloe,” he said quietly in her ear.
She froze for a second, then turned to look at him, a strange smile on her face. “I love you, too,” she murmured. Her dazed state didn’t last long, though, as the professional in her regained control. She turned back and resumed work. “Come back to me.”
“I will.”
“Do you promise?”
“I promise.”
Hunter stood up, turned north, and began sprinting.




CHAPTER 4
 
Hunter hunted in the dying forest.
He felt a clarity of purpose, but he also felt the strain of his use of the power that had lain dormant in him. Still so many questions, but no time. That the wolves had found the watchtower camp and executed one of the civilians was unacceptable.
He could hear a voice chastising him: You don’t wait for the enemy to come to you, you go to them.
It had been so damned nonstop so far that he hadn’t really had a fucking chance to go to the enemy, and even this was risky. He trusted Brooke, but it was clear by how easily they had been captured (he hadn’t seen any spent shell casings around there, meaning they’d given up without a shot fired) that there were few fighters among their numbers.
If they ran into another platoon, it might go very, very wrong for them.
But...if he caused enough chaos up here, maybe they’d be drawn away. And he was exceptionally good at causing chaos.
Their trail honestly wasn’t that hard to follow, and it became clear that they had come straight from the north. Had they known? Or had they simply struck off in that direction? Impossible to say right now and it didn’t matter.
Hunter dodged through the trees, consuming distance at a brutal pace. He ducked branches and leaped over a pair of chilly creeks. He didn’t like how cold it was getting, it would make survival difficult for those still out there.
That thought caught him off guard and made him realize that his new mission had already been decided by his deeper self: he was charged with finding as many refugees and survivors as possible and getting them safely to the Warren.
It felt more than right, it felt necessary.
Hunter heard the wolves long before he saw them. He took a measure of the land and saw it sloped upwards to his right. Another hill, a perfect perch. He hustled it up, quick and quiet, and soon found himself in an even better position than the last hill he’d been on. It gave him an excellent view of the encampment the wolves had set up.
He studied it carefully. It was in a rounded clearing that sat beside a stream and in the shadow of a rock wall. There was an entrance in those rocks, a cave a few came out of. There were about half a dozen quick build structures made of little more than sheet metal and screws. One of them was noticeably larger than the others, either command or barracks.
Depended on who was in charge, he supposed.
Hunter began counting off wolves and came up with twenty one. He frowned as he studied the buildings. The scope didn’t have any additional features, like heat vision. He paused. Wait, if he had nightvision shouldn’t he have–
Something seemed to click inside his head and suddenly he could see heat outlines...but not at the cost of blurring out the rest of the world. It all still looked normal.
“Holy shit,” he whispered, and kept counting.
Okay, twenty six. Although he wasn’t sure about that cave. His vision wasn’t showing him anything, but the rock might be too dense and he didn’t want to keep playing around with this shit in the field.
Hunter zeroed in on the one who appeared to be the leader. No, he knew damn well he was the leader simply because he was bigger than all the others, and for these wolves it was that simple. Sucked to be them.
“Remember, you asked for this,” he muttered, and squeezed the trigger.
The show started off with a bang and a spray of blood like a melon being dropped from three stories up. The leader’s head half vaporized and his body staggered around for a few steps before collapsing. Hunter laughed, those were probably one in a thousand. The brain was still intact enough that death hadn’t caught up with it yet.
That lull came over the encampment as everyone froze, unable to completely comprehend this abrupt situational evolution.
Hunter took advantage of that by turning the rifle towards three men in camo who were clustered together and pulling the trigger three more times. Slow was smooth and smooth was fast. And Hunter was fast.
The panic happened then as three more corpses dropped and everyone began scrambling.
Hunter emptied the first magazine popping heads, every shot a headshot. He snapped a fresh magazine in as they began firing on his position. It was scattered fire, they weren’t quite sure where he was, which was sad.
The second magazine he picked off another nine, as they popped up to fire at him or ran between cover. He got the third one in to pick off the strays who realized they were fucked and tried running into the forest.
None of them made it very far.
He then finished off the handful that were hunkering down in the quick build structures. He’d been wondering if the bullets would penetrate them and found out promptly as he shot one cowering wolf warrior in the head.
Perhaps warrior was the wrong word.
Then again, this wasn’t a fair fight.
There were no fair fights in war.
He finished them off in about a minute, then waited for another five minutes. His patience was rewarded when a pair of survivors dashed out of the cave, confirming he couldn’t see through rock. He popped their skulls, waited another five minutes, and no one else presented themselves.
Hunter surveyed his surroundings once more, then headed back down the hill. He came into the encampment, their den, and smelled a lot of spilled blood. He could almost taste it on the air. Pistol out, he quickly cleared each of the structures. The big one was a barracks. Another was a mess, another a command module, another held showers and toilets, another the infirmary, and the last one was for storage.
It looked like they were in the process of setting up two more, but had little more than a frame. Interesting. He vaguely recalled similar quick build setups. This could actually be really useful for some of the shit he was going to have to be doing in the near future.
Hunter confirmed everyone was dead, then headed into the cave. He hit his nightvision, pistol at the ready, and moved down a tunnel that narrowed as it grew deeper. He followed the curve and came to a small cavern that had been divided in half by hastily erected steel bars. On his half, he saw a couple of tables and chairs and a scattering of what appeared to be playing cards and a lantern.
On the other half…
“What the fuck are you?” came the question from the lone prisoner.
“Death to my enemies,” Hunter replied, slowly approaching the bars.
She was a wolf, he saw immediately. Tall and lean and mean-looking.
And painfully attractive in a way he had yet to encounter in this world.
“Apparently. I heard them screaming and the gunshots.”
“You aren’t wearing a uniform,” Hunter observed.
“I’m not a soldier.”
“You don’t seem scared of me.”
“I’m too tired to be scared at this point. If you’re going to kill me, could you do it fast?”
“If it comes to that, yes. What’s your name?”
She stared at him for a moment, then sighed softly, looking defeated. “Riley Ryder.”
Goddamnit, she even had a sexy name. “I’m Hunter.”
“Hunter...what?”
“Just Hunter.”
“Fine then. What are you going to do with me?”
“I’m not sure. You been out there hunting and killing rabbits?”
“No,” she said with a vehemence that gave him pause. She bared her teeth at him. “Have you?”
“No. I’m protecting rabbits,” he replied mildly. “From your kind.”
“Fuck my kind,” she snarled and spat. “If you want to know why I’m in here, it’s because–”
But he had stopped listening, head tilted back towards the tunnel. He’d heard something. Movement, maybe.
Someone shouted.
Yeah, definitely something out there.
“Stay here,” Hunter said.
“Like I have a choice,” she muttered as he ghosted out of the cavern.
Coming back to the tunnel, he stopped short of revealing himself and carefully studied the scene beyond. Another platoon of wolves had appeared on the scene. He counted two dozen strong, all of them armed and kitted out in tactical gear. They looked a bit more put together.
Good.
Hunter felt a chill several degrees below zero settle over him as he realized a certain truth: he wasn’t getting out of this without activating his ability again.
Something told him not to, but he pushed against it, because he had no choice.
There was something freeing in having no choice.
He drew his combat knife with one hand (and realized at once that he was fully ambidextrous as he was trying to decide which hand to hurl the throwing knives with), then let out a loud, low growl that was shockingly close to a wolf’s growl.
They all reacted immediately. They had been moving among the dead, looking for survivors and clues, but that all stopped. Two dozen heads snapped in his direction and he knew he’d touched something deep and dark and primal.
Hunter walked slowly out of the tunnel, out of the shadows, into the dead light of day.
He held up his knife and stared at them from behind his blood drenched mask. The wolves all looked at each other, then looked at their leader, a wolf almost as big as Hunter was. They had already locked eyes.
The alpha held a machine gun but he tossed it aside without breaking eye contact. The others immediately began doing the same, abandoning their guns and drawing their blades. They all began growling, deep in their throats.
Hunter grinned, big and broad and absolutely malignant.
The growling stopped immediately and a few of them actually took a step back.
A ghostly whisper echoed through his skull: Do you have any idea what you look like?
“You are so fucked,” Hunter said, and activated his ability.
His world was consumed in nuclear hellfire.
He breathed death. He was a thing conceived in the heat death of a past universe and reborn in a mushroom cloud.
Slaughter was a language he spoke fluently.
Hunter dashed forward, a blur as he drew and threw three of the honed knives in the blink of an eye. Three wolves staggered off with metal sticking out of their necks. And then he was among the first cluster.
His fist connected solidly with the first wolf’s face, punched through flesh, meat, and bone, sinking halfway into the bastard’s brain. He heard a collective scream of shock go up from the others as he tore the gray gory remains of the wolf’s brain matter out, turned, and punched it into the open mouth of a second.
Grabbing the wolf’s jaw, he ripped it off and swung around, stabbing it through the temple of a third wolf.
Something was wrong this time around, he could feel it inside himself, but it was easy enough to ignore.
Six wolves had fallen, and six more fell with his hand and his blade in the next ten seconds.
They were already running.
He realized he probably wouldn’t be able to chase them all down, even in this state, (because it clearly wasn’t going to last, he could feel his muscles wanting to rip apart already), but suddenly realized it was a good thing.
They would tell the story.
The story of the unstoppable killing machine that fed on wolves.
Hunter shredded onward, cutting a visceral path through those who chose to stay and fight or those who weren’t fast enough. His knife slashed out and nearly cleaved one bastard in half. He saw his guts spill out in a foamy red and purple mess, but he was already moving onto the next guy.
His knife punched into one temple and out the other, then ripped back out.
His fist made contact with a ribcage and shattered it on impact.
He killed and kept killing and then killed some more.
His vision was beginning to shade to red.
And then he stood before the alpha, the big bastard who led this merry band of rapists and monsters and murderers and slavers.
They stared at each other in the center of the clearing, everyone else dead or fled.
“What are you?” he whispered, clearly struggling to hold onto his courage.
“I am the answer to your sins,” Hunter growled, his voice hoarse now.
He needed to end this, and fast.
Two quick punches broke the alpha’s nose and jaw, and sent him flat on his back. Hunter pulled out his pistol and shot him once in the head.
He didn’t deserve a better death.
Hunter took one quick look around, ensured no one else was still there with his heat vision, then dropped out of his state.
And nearly collapsed.
A wave of pain slammed into him and it was a genuine struggle to stay upright. He grit his teeth, reaching down into a deep reserve of strength, and waited for the pain to pass. It did, but the residual suffering was higher than he would have liked.
So, he was finally finding a cost in this.
“Fuck,” he whispered, and started walking back to the cave.
This was going to be a long, long, long day.




CHAPTER 5
 
Hunter staggered into the cave and fell against one wall.
He found himself breathing heavily, panting actually, and made himself take a moment to catch his breath. He was exhausted, every muscle ached, and he was suddenly starving and dying of thirst. He remembered his canteen, grabbed it, opened it, and drained it.
That helped a little. He replaced it and forced himself upright, then walked back into the makeshift brig. He found the lone prisoner backed against the wall, staring at him with wide eyes.
“Okay, what was that!?” she asked. “I’ve never heard anything like that, not even in a fucking war movie.”
“Movies rarely get it right,” Hunter grunted as he hobbled over to a chair and sat down heavily on it. It groaned and creaked under his weight, but held. “And that was slaughter of the people you claim to hate.”
“I do, but I’ve never heard them make sounds like that. Those were fucking terror noises. And the...other sounds...okay, seriously, who are you?”
“I’m a genetically engineered super soldier. Where I’m from doesn’t matter, because I can’t remember, because the engineering screwed up my memories. All that matters is that I kill bad people and protect good people.”
“And...which am I?”
“Well, you don’t seem bad but that don’t necessarily mean you’re good,” he replied.
“...are you wounded? You look really bad.”
“It’s their blood, mostly,” Hunter replied. “I’ll be fine,” he lied.
Or, well, he hoped he wasn’t lying.
God, he felt like shit now. Like he was coming down with a mega flu and getting hit with a lethal dose of chemotherapy all at once. He shuddered and coughed, then spat a few times and wiped some of the blood from his face.
“...so now what happens?” Riley asked.
“Now I sit here for a bit while you convince me to let you out of there.”
She stared at him for a moment, and some of her fear left, and some of what had to be very natural defiance returned. She crossed her arms. “I’m not spreading my legs to get out of here.”
“Good,” he replied. “Because that isn’t what I was demanding. Seriously–” He paused as a coughing fit hit him. “Convince me you aren’t evil. Convince me you’re good.”
“I don’t know that I’m good,” she muttered.
“Good first step.” She frowned more deeply. “People convinced of their own goodness are often not good.”
“That’s true…” She stared at him a bit longer, and then more of her fear seemed to leave her. She sighed and sat down on the lone stool provided to her. “Fine. You want to hear about me? I grew up in Nym. You know it?”
“Yes.”
“I grew up poor. Wolves all talk about ‘the pack’ and ‘banding together’ but it’s fucking shit. That’s only for certain wolves and if you’re poor then fuck you. If you don’t fall in line and run with pack mentality then fuck you. And if you’re a woman then double fuck you. I got more help from the rabbits than I ever did my supposed own people. And–” She paused, her eyes bulging a little. She leaned forward. “Um...I think you are wounded.”
Hunter looked down. He realized a knife was sticking out of his thigh.
“Would you look at that,” he muttered, then pulled out a medical kit and tore the knife out. “Keep going.”
“...right. Well, I became more radicalized against the insanity coming from ‘my’ people, about the ‘natural order of things’ and how ‘strength rules all’.”
“Might makes right,” he muttered as he poured some sealant into the knife wound. Now that he knew about it, it actually hurt a lot.
“What? Yeah...that’s a good way to put it, actually. But I was supposed to be a good girl and just do whatever they said and pop out pups and mind the fucking den and I didn’t want that. They hated me because I demanded the respect they gave each other just for the reason they were born with dicks. I just fucking–” She let out a low growl.
His head snapped up and she froze.
“Sorry,” they both said at the same time.
Then they both chuckled and Hunter went back to work on his leg.
“By the time I went to college, I was done with wolves. But rabbits wouldn’t really have much to do with me either. I mean, they were polite, and some of them were my friends, but...it was clear I wasn’t welcome among them either. I just...got through college and got a job and wasn’t really sure what to do with my life. And then this shit happened.”
“Why are you locked up?” he asked, sealing the wound with a patch.
He began to close the medical kit, then stopped, figuring he should take care of a bit more. Apparently they had got a few cuts on him and he got to work on them too. He didn’t think he’d get sick, because he was sure he had a jacked up immune system, but best not to tempt fate.
“They grabbed me, at my apartment. Conscription, they said. I’m a technician. A good one. I’m amazing with computers and pretty good with a lot of other tech. Most of my people really aren’t. They dragged me through the city as the attack was happening. I tried to run but couldn’t. They started bringing me out to the woods here. I was going to run this place, apparently, I think they were planning on making this camp bigger, I don’t fucking know, but I ran away again. They found me, arrested me, threw me in here.”
Hunter listened and felt almost like he was in fate’s gaze. This felt a little too perfect. She hated wolves, liked rabbits, and was a computer genius? Exactly what they needed to unlock the Warren? And probably repair it, too, because the more he thought about it, the more that banged up door felt like a dark harbinger of what lay beyond.
Now here was a motherfucking dilemma.
Bring a wolf to the Warren or not?
Brooke was going to love this.
The silence played out as Hunter finished patching his wounds. He looked up at her. She stared back, standing now, arms crossed. She was more anxious than angry at this point. He understood. Being locked up was a very bad feeling, and it had to be even worse for them over here.
Hunter stood up. At the very least he wasn’t going to just leave her here. He looked around on the desk he stood beside and pulled open a drawer, found a key. Snatching it up, he walked over and unlocked the gate.
“You can go,” Hunter said, stepping back.
“I...want to go with you,” she replied.
He raised an eyebrow. “You sure about that?”
“You said you’re protecting rabbits, right?” He nodded. “I want to do that. I want to protect them. I hate ‘my’ people.”
“Will you kill them?” he asked. “Because that’s what’s on the table.”
“Yes. I would have if it hadn’t been such obvious suicide the first two times I was captured. I can fight. I know my way around a gun. Let me fight with you.”
“The rabbits and lizards I’ve got under my protection might not accept you,” Hunter admitted.
“I don’t care. I’d rather die fighting to protect them than wander aimlessly out there in the wilderness, which is my alternative right now.”
Hunter studied her closely. He saw no lie in her eyes, but he knew he was in a strange state right now. His exhaustion was getting worse and he needed to get back to the watchtower camp. The Warren was out of reach, he could tell that right now.
Had it been an hour? He didn’t think so but wasn’t sure, but he doubted he’d make it back in time. Well, he could spend the night there.
“Listen, you can come with me. There’s a watchtower a mile south of here I need to get to. I need more time to decide if I can let you into the group.”
She looked both disappointed and hopeful at the same time, somehow.
“Okay...can I have a gun?” she asked.
“Yeah, you’ll have your pick out there.” He got to his feet, groaned, and popped his neck. Fuck he was sore. “Come on, we need to get moving.”
Her relief was obvious as they left the cave. As they came down the tunnel, he paused and looked at her. “It’s gonna be pretty bad out there, so...be ready for that.”
“I figured,” she replied.
But when they came to the threshold and looked out into the clearing, Hunter kept walking and realized she’d stopped. He did too and turned to look at her. She stood in the cave staring with wide eyes and naked horror and awe at the battlefield.
“...you did all this? By yourself?” she whispered.
“Yes,” Hunter replied, and began policing up some magazines and medkits, whatever he could stuff into his pockets. He didn’t want to leave everything. For sure he was going to have to organize a party to come back here and grab this shit.
“How?”
“I told you that already.”
“I know but...I’ve never heard of technology like this! That can make one man capable of…” She spread her arms to encompass the abattoir he’d created. “THIS.”
“It’s complicated,” Hunter replied. “Now, grab some gear, whatever you can carry, and let’s go.”
“Right.”
He was tempted to fashion some kind of travois to drag a load behind him, as it was just a mile to the watchtower and he could probably secure it safely enough there and he’d come across enough supplies to build at least a rudimentary one, but his muscles were not just aching but screaming at this point.
He probably shouldn’t have done that second hit of destructive force.
What choice had he, though?
That whole freedom of no choice thing wasn’t looking so nice now that he was on the other side of it, but that was life, and he’d make do with what he had.
A few moments later, he almost fell over as he stooped to pat down more pockets and decided that was enough. He let out a short whistle, catching Riley’s attention, and nodded his head. She hastily finished searching one of the corpses and then straightened up and jogged over. She’d grabbed a pistol, a knife, a backpack that he’d seen her stuffing some rations and medical gear into, and a submachine gun.
“Are you sure you’re going to be all right?” she asked uncertainly as they began leaving the camp.
“Probably. I just need to get to that watchtower and then I can rest.”
“Are there rabbits there?”
“Probably not by the time we get there.”
“Oh. Why?”
“They’ll have moved onto another location.”
“What other location?”
“I can’t tell you that right now.”
“Oh.”
He could tell she wanted to ask more, but she didn’t, and he respected her for that.
They walked around the hill he’d initially sniped from and started making their way through the woods. Hunter tried to keep a brisk pace, but it was rapidly become obvious that the warning his body had given him had been pretty damned prudent. His head was beginning to swim and after about five minutes of walking, darkness began to boil along the periphery of his vision.
He stopped suddenly.
“Riley.”
“What?”
He passed out.




CHAPTER 6
 
Hunter came awake all at once into a world of hazy pain.
He sat up, hearing someone nearby gasp, and took a survey of his surroundings.
The watchtower. He was in the watchtower, and he had passed out in the forest, and…
He settled his red gaze on a familiar figure sitting nearby at a desk. Riley appeared to be organizing supplies.
“How did you get me back here?” he asked.
“I had to build a–” a word he didn’t understand but took to mean travois or something similar, “–and dragged your heavy ass here. You weigh. So much.”
“Sorry, and thank you,” he replied.
“What happened? I checked you over but you didn’t really seem that wounded besides the ones you already took care of.”
“I overexerted myself, apparently,” Hunter replied.
He swung his feet over the side of the bed, then paused. “Wait, how did you get me up here?”
“A lot of hard work. You’re fucking welcome. There was nowhere else. There were supposed to be other people here. Your people.”
“I thought I told you they were elsewhere.”
She sighed. “But where?”
“Somewhere safe.”
“Why aren’t you there?”
“I needed to execute all those fuckers at your den.”
She sighed again and turned back to the desk. “It wasn’t my den.”
Hunter could tell she was not just annoyed but pissed. He was feeling vaguely hostile himself and decided it was time to get up and have a look around.
“Where are you going?” Riley asked a bit too quickly. She was afraid he was going to abandon her.
“Out onto the porch, I need to clear my head,” Hunter replied, and stepped out.
He thought she might follow him, but she didn’t. Outside was good. It had rained while he’d been out, and looked like it might again. It was nearly dark and a bleak kind of twilight spilled across the forest. It was quiet now. Calm.
Would it last?
Part of him wanted to immediately begin hiking to the Warren. He was desperate to be with them again. See their faces, hear their voices, feel them against him. Even just to know they were safe. The fact that they could have run into another squad or platoon made him want to go sprinting towards the Warren.
It was the wrong call, though.
Even now, he could tell he had done some damage to himself, and not from combat with the wolves. He clearly was not supposed to use this ability more than sparingly. Everything ached, all his limbs, his muscles, his head. It was a different kind of pain from what he’d been experiencing when he’d first woken up in this universe.
Regardless, he needed to stay here for the night and solve the problem of Riley Ryder. They needed her, but for more than just her abilities. Yes, she would probably be instrumental in cracking open the Warren and giving them access to its full functionality, but there was more than that. They were going to need her to save their spirits further down the line.
Having the lizards mixed in was going to help, but it was obvious to him that they needed diversity in their group or, some years or even decades down the line they were going to wind up with the exact same problems that had led them here today.
They needed other perspectives. They needed wolves and lizards and whoever else living among them in their day-to-day lives to show that, yeah, it was true: the ‘other side’ was mostly just like you, trying to survive, putting up with the same bullshit you did.
Hunter sighed heavily and spent a moment massaging the back of his neck. This was going to be a lifetime of hard work. He didn’t resent it, but he could sense a bone-deep weariness in himself. He had the impression that he’d already packed a couple of lifetimes’ worth of madness and combat into himself before coming here.
And yeah, he’d lost a lot of his memories, but even when the mind forgot, the body remembered.
His stomach growled and he realized all at once just how starving he was. And thirsty. He looked down at himself briefly, then touched his face. There was still blood on him, but a lot of it had been washed away by the rain. Fine by him, he was done being a walking slaughterhouse for now.
He stepped back into the watchtower and began going through his pack. He grabbed one of the MREs and began tearing into it.
“So now what?” Riley asked.
“Now,” Hunter replied, swallowing and then grabbing a medkit and rooting around in it for painkillers, “you tell me about yourself. Your history.”
“I already did.”
“Go more in depth.”
“Why?”
“I need to get a better feel for you. You’re asking me–and the people I’m protecting, and the women I love–to take a lot on faith. We’re spending the night here. I’m in poor condition and I need to give my body some time to heal before going anywhere else. Ah.”
He found an injection of morphine, or what was basically morphine over here, and gave himself a little. Just enough to take the edge off. He pulled out his second canteen and drained half of it off, then went back to eating and looked at her.
Riley seemed uncertain, but then shrugged. “Can I have some?”
He pulled out another MRE and tossed it to her. She caught it easily and began opening it up.
“I’m not sure what you want to hear.”
“Tell me about how you grew up.”
She sighed, but continued speaking. “My first real memory is my mom and my dad fighting…”
…
Riley spoke. Hunter listened.
At some point, it began to rain. It was soft, gradually building until it became a less gentle rainfall, and seemed to settle there. It made for a more calming background. At one point, Hunter built a fire in the iron stove to keep them warm. Although he didn’t really seem to need it. He wondered how he’d do in the snow.
The more she spoke, the more comfortable he got with her.
As the minutes wore into hours, he got a sense of Riley Ryder.
She was aggressive, she was confrontational, she was very sure of herself. Except when she wasn’t. She was also guilty, though it seemed to be secondhand guilt for belonging to the species currently out there slaughtering and enslaving the innocent.
Her story painted a bleak picture, and it seemed like nearly everyone in her life had failed her. Her parents, her school system, her friends, her leaders.
Hunter remembered meeting others like her in his past life, though not the specifics. It was bizarre, but he was familiar with the archetype she was. Desperately independent. She had been forced to carve out a life for herself while her society fought against her at every turn, and she’d succeeded. And now hated relying on anyone for anything.
He had an idea his own past was somewhat like that.
After nearly three hours, he’d made his choice.
Silence fell and this time he let it, and so did she. They had eaten and the morphine had taken the edge off his pain and kept it off.
“Have you heard of the Warren?” he asked, breaking the silence after about five minutes.
“The Warren? No. Wait, yes. That’s that rabbit shelter, right?”
“Yes.”
“I heard some rumors about it.”
“Did the wolves ever talk about it? When they had you?”
“No. Or if they did, I didn’t overhear. Wait, is it real? Is that where you sent your people?”
“Yes.”
“Oh...I can see why you were so paranoid. Taking me there is a lot on faith,” she muttered. “Shit. Well, do you trust me?”
“So far, yes. Enough that I’m going to take you there. I’ll have to have a meeting with everyone and get them all onboard with this. All of them have suffered at the hands of the wolves by now, so it might be a bit difficult. However, you have a secret weapon in this.”
“What secret weapon?”
“Your computer skills. We need them. Badly. See, we found the Warren, but when we got inside, we found it dark and empty. There’s no one there. And I’m not sure if anyone else is coming. And it’s locked down.”
She stared at him for a moment, frowning deeply. “Shit,” she whispered. “That’s bad.”
“Yeah.”
“I might be able to help. I mean, I’ll certainly try as hard as I can. And I can fix things, too. I’m good with software and hardware.”
“Perfect. Now, next question: did you overhear them talking about something killing them out in the woods? Something new, something they weren’t expecting.”
“Yeah. Yesterday, I overheard two of them talking in the cave, saying that ‘they’ had gotten another squad and they weren’t sure what they were going to do about it. That was you, right?”
He shook his head. “No, there’s something else out here. Something dangerous. Really dangerous. Maybe more than me. So far, no one knows what the fuck they are. They’ve got tech and they’ve got blades, that’s all I know. And they smell...really goddamned weird and bad. Like something rotting, but worse, or different somehow. Do you have any idea what they could be? Even a guess?”
Her frown was deeper now and she stared at the floorboards for a long time, brow furrowed in concentration. After several long moments, she slowly shook her head and looked up.
“No, I can’t think of anything. Could it be the tigers? I heard a whole detachment of tigers had set up camp somewhere to the southeast.”
“Maybe,” Hunter murmured, considering all he’d learned so far.
His instincts told him it wasn’t them, but he knew he could be wrong.
“I can’t think of anything else. Which is really creepy.”
“Yep. I encountered one on my way out here a few days ago. I didn’t actually see it, though. It was hiding in a cave and I wasn’t going in after it.”
“Smart.”
“Evidently.” He stood up and stretched. “All right, we need to get some sleep. I want to be up first thing in the morning. It’s not much of a walk to the Warren, but I’d rather not linger.”
“Fair,” she said, and something in her voice made him glance over. She looked at once both confident and nervous. “I wanted to ask if you would be interested in rutting with me.”
Hunter felt a strong, almost overpowering urge to say yes immediately to that question. She had only grown more attractive since he’d first seen her, especially after hearing her story. Confidence, he was finding, was an extremely attractive quality to him.
But he couldn’t, not now, not yet.
“I want to, but I won’t,” he replied. “I’m currently mated to four rabbits.”
“Oh.” She frowned, looking deflated.
“It isn’t off the table, though. I need to speak with them about it, because to be clear: I really want to.”
She perked back up. “Oh.”
“But don’t take that as a challenge to try and seduce me into rutting. I’m not going to before I speak with my mates and get their permission.”
Riley looked momentarily tempted to take it as a challenge and accept it, but only for a few seconds. She nodded. “I respect that.”
“I appreciate it. Let’s pack everything up and then get to bed.”




CHAPTER 7
 
When Hunter opened his eyes again, daylight crept into the watchtower.
He laid there in the bed for a moment and took stock of his body. It still ached, more than he had hoped, but less than he’d feared. His head was clearer, at least. He considered, briefly, trying for more sleep, as it was obviously still very early, but the consideration was stillborn.
They needed to get to the Warren.
Hunter sat up and pulled the thin blanket back, put his feet on the floorboards and surveyed the situation. Riley had slept on a cot. He would’ve taken it, but he physically couldn’t fit on it. The fire was out, little more than the faintest hints of embers glowing in the stove’s belly. As soon as he stood up, Riley came awake.
“What’s going on?” she asked, sitting up.
“Time to get moving,” Hunter replied.
She grunted, then tossed back the blanket and got to her feet as well.
There was a calm but quick proficiency to Riley, one that mirrored his own. They moved about the room, prepping for the day ahead. Hunter put out the remnants of the fire so that the place didn’t burn down on accident while they were gone. It would make for a good little outpost and he was going to have need of those in the near future.
He had searched the watchtower over once more and rather thoroughly while she’d been talking about herself last night, and had come up with a few overlooked items. A couple of cans of soup, some loose bullets, some silverware, an errant sock. He’d stuffed it all into his pack. Everything was going to be useful.
Hunter ate a quick protein bar and drank off the last of his water. He began considering where to get more, knowing there were a couple of creeks between here and the Warren, but who knew what might be lurking in those waters, biologically and bacterially speaking?
A ghost voice whispered from the graveyard of his memories: You can drink any water source, even salt in an emergency, except radioactive. It won’t taste great, but your bio-system will filter out the most dangerous things, and your boosted immune system will take care of the stragglers.
Interesting.
They finished gathering their things and Hunter took a moment to study their surroundings. The woods were still quiet, although off to the south he did hear some distant machine gun chatter. He wondered what the tigers were after.
That thought sparked another.
They headed down to ground level and struck off through the muddy landscape.
“Riley, can you give me some insight into the specifics of what the wolves are trying to accomplish out here?”
She let out a short growl. “Yes, but it’s not terribly complicated. Step one is culling the population of the rabbits. Despite what they say, about rabbits being naturally weak and cowardly, they are worried about an actual resistance forming. And they should be. Wolves might be stronger and more vicious on average, but rabbits are smarter and obviously have more numbers. There are instances in the past where rabbits have formed effective resistance groups and once they get going, they really get going.”
“That’s good to hear, at least,” he murmured. “Step two?”
“Capture rabbits. Get them shackled and brought to processing centers. Step three is to basically turn them into slave labor and also population control going in the future. And that’s the plan.”
“That’s really evil.”
“Yes, yes it is. Which is why I have no issue putting rounds into any wolves we find out here.”
Hunter grunted and then stopped and crouched as they reached a creek. He refilled both his canteens and then straightened up and kept going. The action filled him with a kind of nostalgia, and he wondered exactly how much he’d done this, how much time he’d spent out in the wilderness, killing and surviving.
“I’ve got a question,” Riley said.
“Ask away.”
“What race are you? I mean...were you, originally? You don’t look like anyone I’ve seen.” She paused. “Sorry.”
“No, it’s fine. I don’t mind the question so much as its frequency. I can’t remember, is the answer. That got scrubbed, too. Can’t even remember where I came from,” he half-lied. “And the genetic stuff made me look like this.”
“Does it freak you out?”
“Looking like this or the memory loss?”
“I guess either but the memory loss.”
“Not really. It’s...let’s just say that from what I do remember of my previous life, I’m kind of happy to leave it behind and instead dedicate myself to protecting the innocent. It’s uncomplicated, it’s the right thing to do and it feels like the right thing to do, which is a wonderful thing. And I’m exceptionally good at it.”
“Fucking apparently. I’m still afraid to ask what you actually did out there yesterday.”
“Short answer is I activated an ability that makes me really fast and strong, but for short bursts. That’s why I passed out. I used it a little too much. I’m still figuring it out.”
“Wait, you forgot your abilities? Like what they put in you?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Wow. So...wait, how did you actually end up here?”
Great.
“I kind of woke up in a field south of Nym about a week and a half ago,” he replied. “I’m not...sure what happened. I think maybe I might’ve fallen out of a transport vehicle? Or shit, maybe I decided ‘fuck this’ and went running and they tried to activate some kind of killswitch and it didn’t work? I was pretty messed up when they found me.”
“When who found you?”
“My mates.” She gave him a confused look, so he spent the next ten minutes bringing her up to speed on what had happened to him, and them. Well, a truncated version.
“That’s...interesting,” she murmured. “Yeah, I can see why you like this new life so much.” She sighed. “I hope I can, too.”
“I think you can. It might take some time to settle in, but I think you’ll be a lot happier with this group.”
Hunter froze as he heard something up ahead. They had covered about three quarters of the distance to the Warren by now. Riley picked up on it and froze as well. He pointed quickly to a nearby tree and she took his meaning immediately, hiding as he did the same behind another tree. He began to hear sounds: people walking, brush being disturbed, voices…
He relaxed and felt a surge of emotions as he recognized Brooke’s voice.
“That’s my people,” he said, then called out. “Brooke!”
“Hunter!?”
“Stay here,” he said quietly, and stepped out. “Yep, I’m here.”
“Oh my fucking–” He walked towards her as she let out a string of words he didn’t know but took to be curses and met him halfway. She hugged him tightly. “You were out there all fucking night and–” She froze, a look of fear and anger coming across her face as she sniffed the air. “There’s a wolf around.”
“I know.”
Behind her, he could see a small squad of others, a mix of lizards and rabbits, all armed and apparently ready for combat.
“Did you kill some around here?”
“No. Listen, I have something very important I need to discuss with you. Right here, right now.”
Now she looked anxiously. “All right…”
“I hit the wolf’s den yesterday and killed them all, but they had a prisoner. I rescued her and I learned she’s a computer technician. A good one. She can help us crack open the Warren’s systems.”
“...all right. Why are you acting like I’m going to be pissed?”
“I passed out because I used my ability again,” Hunter continued. “I got jumped by a second platoon and had to use it, and I guess it was too much for my body. I passed out after I freed her and she managed to get me back to the watchtower, and that’s where we spent the night.”
She relaxed suddenly. “And you mated her? Hunter, I told you I don’t care.”
“No, we didn’t mate. Or rut. That’s not the issue.”
She went back on the defensive. The others were lingering nearby, watching intently.
“So there is an issue.”
“Well...yes. She’s a wolf.”
Brooke’s eyes widened and she took a step back, baring her teeth. “What?”
“She is a wolf. She has sided with us, against her people. That’s why she was locked up,” he replied quickly.
“Fucking shit she’s for us! They’re all the fucking same!”
“Brooke!” he snapped, and that seemed to douse the flame of anger she’d been building up. Though not completely. “We need her, unless you suddenly learned how to crack a database?”
She glared at him for a long moment, then gave her head a little shake. “What if she’s a spy? What if she has a change of heart? What if she decides to tell the wolves where we are and how to get in?”
“I have considered all of this, Brooke. I spent the past twelve hours with her, getting a sense. She says she wants to help us. I believe her. You all put me in charge of this group, meaning it is my responsibility to make decisions, and your responsibility to follow them once I’ve made a choice. And the reality of our situation is that we probably aren’t going to have another computer technician drop into our laps.”
“What about my concerns!?” she snapped.
“I’m hearing them right now, Brooke. I’m not ignoring you. But I need you to calm down and think about this rationally. This is exactly why I was asking you those questions, I was prepping you for this exact potential.”
Brooke kept staring at him. “Give me a minute,” she growled, and walked away.
Hunter let her go, instead turning his attention to the others. He saw Diane was among the group, holding a submachine gun with a surprising confidence. They all looked pretty scattershot, not like a unit at all, and yet there was a cohesion to them that he couldn’t deny. They all looked varying levels of scared.
But they had still grabbed guns and come out here.
They were going to need a dedicated security force. He began considering it, but then Brooke came back.
“All right, I’m...calmer. What will we do if she betrays us?”
“Kill her and deal with the fallout,” he replied.
“That what?”
“The consequences. And they’re going to find us eventually. We need to face that reality. Either the wolves or the tigers or some other group of assholes that comes rolling through. The Warren will be discovered eventually, and while yes, I want to put that off for as long as possible, we also need to deal with the fact that we’re going to be severely hindered on helping refugees and survivors if we can’t get the whole thing functional or even turned on.”
He stopped speaking and waited for her to process that. She seemed to struggle with it for a bit, then looked around suddenly. “Where is she?”
“Nearby,” he replied.
“So she can hear us.”
“Yes.”
“Have her come out.”
“Riley,” he said.
He saw Brooke tense as he heard Riley step out from behind the tree. She walked a bit closer, but otherwise kept a respectable distance between them.
“You got anything to say?” Brooke asked, and he was impressed by how she managed to keep that question neutral.
“I get why you don’t trust me, and I get why you’d hate me. I can tell you my life story like I told him last night, but all I can really say is: I want to help. I hate the wolves. They aren’t my people. I hate what they’re doing. I want to kill them for it, and I will. I hate them so fucking bad for what they’re doing,” she said.
He heard her sigh and glanced back at her. She was flicking at her eyes, brushing away tears. Hunter looked back to Brooke.
“I’m not asking you to like her, Brooke. I am asking you to tolerate her politely. Do you have any other concerns?” he asked.
Brooke seemed to mull over it for another moment before finally sighing heavily. “No, I guess not. And I guess I can tolerate her. Because she knows exactly what will happen the moment she tries to turn against us. Because I will not hesitate to execute you to protect my people.”
“I understand,” Riley replied.
Hunter looked past Brooke again to the others. “Anyone got anything to say? Questions or concerns?”
Most of them shook their heads. Diane seemed to speak up for the group. “You seem like you know what you’re doing, Hunter. We’ll trust you on this.”
“Thank you,” he replied. “Hopefully everyone else feels that way. Come on, we need to get back to the Warren and get started on this.”
Brooke nodded and, without a word, turned around and began stalking back. He and Riley followed.




CHAPTER 8
 
“All right, uh...wait here,” Hunter said as the airlock finished cycling.
“Yep,” Riley replied tightly.
He felt for her. The walk back had been tense and conversation had been brief and terse. Brooke was still pretty pissed and he felt bad for her, too. This was such an uncomfortable situation. Everyone else had already gone in ahead of them and gone to spread the word to the others so that there were no unfortunate accidents.
When the airlock opened up, he found Kiara, Rain, and Chloe waiting for him on the other side, and they immediately stepped forward and hugged him tightly. Rain was crying and Chloe looked close to it. They all tried to speak at once and he let them for a moment as he hugged them back.
“All right, all right,” he said. “I missed you all and I love you all and I’m very glad to be back. We have some things that need to be discussed immediately, though.”
The mood changed as he said that and they leaned around his broad frame to look at Riley, who was lingering near the back of the airlock. Beyond them, gathered in the receiving area, were the other survivors. They had gathered silently, most of their faces unreadable. Some of them looked angry, some of them looked scared.
Time to deal with this.
Hunter gently shooed his ladies out of the airlock and stepped out, raising his hands.
“All right, listen up, everyone. Sorry I was gone so long. This is what happened out there: I found the wolf den, I killed all the wolves there, and then I killed another platoon that showed up after that. I also found they had a single prisoner. She is a wolf. She says that she hates what the wolves are doing, she wants to help us, and she’s a computer technician. I spent the night with her at the watchtower, getting to know her, and I believe she is telling the truth.”
He stopped speaking and waited, trying to get a measure of their reaction. There wasn’t much. Some seemed uncertain, some seemed relieved, but mostly they seemed like they were listening for the rest. He wondered if that was more natural here because they’d all identified him as their leader and thus decision-maker, or if it was a side effect of all the recent trauma.
“So, I have opted to let her into the Warren to help us. And I want to be clear: she is to be treated as one of us. She is another refugee, just like you. She tried to flee the wolves after they tried to force her to work for them and she was captured and locked up. I understand that this is going to be...complicated, for a bit, but I do want every last one of you to be civil. Understand?”
There was a general murmur of acceptance. Hunter waited, but that seemed to be that. He was hoping for the best, but he wondered how long it would last.
“All right, everyone who chose to go out with Brooke, front and center,” he said, pointing to the spot before him.
There was a brief moment of confusion, a look of worry coming onto their faces, but then they gathered before him. Diane and five others. Two lizards and three rabbits.
“You aren’t in trouble,” Hunter said when he noticed they were almost coming before him like students being caught doing something coming before a teacher.
Well, all of them but Diane.
“We have a lot to deal with, a lot of problems to solve and to prepare for, and one of the big ones is security. Brooke and I can’t be the only reliable security we have for the Warren. All of you took initiative. All of you picked up a gun and followed Brooke back out into the wilderness to try and find me, and that’s very brave. Learning how to run and gun is mostly training and exercises, but the foundation that’s most important is that willingness to be brave. And you all showed that. So, I want to begin training you, giving you responsibilities. Who’s up for that?”
Diane looked pretty ready. One of the rabbits and one of the lizards ended up stepping back.
“I’m sorry,” the rabbit said awkwardly, “I’m-I was kind of up for it the first time, but…”
“No, don’t apologize,” Hunter replied. “I absolutely do not want someone to do this if they don’t feel it’s a good fit for them. I would so, so much rather you find a suitable job for you than try to take on this job knowing you aren’t ready for it, because this is a big responsibility.”
They nodded and moved to rejoin the rest of the group. Hunter waited to see if his words would scare off the others. They didn’t. He got their names.
Felix was the lizard. He looked to be somewhere in his mid-thirties, pretty fit, with that quiet aura some people had which could be interpreted as stoicism or awkwardness.
Penny was a tall, tanned rabbit with a lean build and angry eyes.
Luke was the second rabbit. He looked college-aged and was pretty small, maybe five four, and thin. He had something of a punchable face and an air of confidence that could come from youth or experience.
“We sure about this?” he asked.
They all nodded. They looked fairly certain, at least.
“Good. Diane and Felix, your task right now is to build our armory. It’s in the central area, a room of gun lockers and shelves. I want you to gather up every single gun, bullet, knife, grenade, bulletproof vest, every gun cleaning kit, and put them in that armory, then create an inventory of what we have. Make sure you keep some weapons for yourselves. I want all four of you to carry at least a pistol, loaded, on you at all times.”
“Understood,” Diane replied. She seemed happy with her new role. “Come on,” she said to Felix, and they began their job.
“You two,” he said, turning to Penny and Luke, “are on guard duty.” He turned to Riley. “Come on, with me. You as well, Kiara.”
He led the group deeper into the Warren. Hunter peered into the open doors as he passed by them. The rabbits and lizards had definitely set up shop in here, making the place immediately more homely and comfortable. He moved back through the dim corridors, seeing that a few candles and lanterns had been placed in the big hallway leading to the center.
Hunter stopped by the command room entrance and looked to Kiara and Riley. “You two head in there and get to work on the database.”
They both nodded, looking at each other a little awkwardly, but at least not hostilely, and headed off. He paused to grab a rolling chair from the security center and dragged it along with him until he brought his two conscripts to the busted up door.
He planted the chair in front of it. “Luke, you sit down right here and watch this door. You hear anything at all, you tell someone. Me, if I’m here. Immediately. Even if you aren’t sure, I want to hear about it. Same goes for you, Penny. However, you two have a few additional tasks. First one: Penny, I want you to familiarize yourself with the first level of the Warren.
“Walk it, look in all the doors. In fact, I want you to do a thorough inspection of each and every room on the first wing there. When you’ve finished both these tasks, come back, take over for Luke, and then Luke, you do the same thing. Memorize this place and clear the second wing on. And, if you can manage it, both of you lock each and every door after you’ve thoroughly inspected. Any questions?”
“Um...how long are we doing this?” Felix asked.
“Let’s say six hours,” Hunter replied.
“Six hours!?”
“Hey, this is what being security for the Warren looks like. And this is the easy part. Also,” he pointed to the cargo lift, “that’s another point of entry. It seems pretty locked down, but let’s say every half hour you patrol away from this door here over to that one and back again and listen as well. Any further questions?”
Neither of them said anything.
“Good.” He began to turn away, but paused. “One last thing: all of our lives are in your hands now. That is the responsibility of this job. You might be the one person who warns us all of disaster. So pay attention while you’re doing this.”
They both nodded, looking a little paler than before.
Hunter tried to get a good measure of them, but in truth he knew that he wouldn’t know until a real make or break moment. He did recall seeing kids who’d been through six months of training, who were so sure they were badasses with guns, freeze up when the actual bloody chaos ripped the world open around them.
Wasn’t even their fault. It was just the roll of the genetic dice.
He left them to it and tracked down Kiara and Riley in the security control room. There was already some progress. She’d found the lights for the room and had apparently managed to unlock the armory door. Diane was just walking in, carrying some weapons.
Riley sat on the raised dais, holding the tablet that had all the data on it, while Kiara leaned against a nearby console, watching.
“How’s it going?” Hunter asked.
“Kind of decent?” Riley hazarded. “I managed to locate the basic activation codes for the most rudimentary of things. Mostly lights, some locks. Not even security cameras, though.”
“Do we have any security features right now?” he asked.
“Yes, we’ve got the ability to tell if anything is trying to open any of the airlocks up here,” she replied.
“Well, that’s definitely something.”
“Yeah, but this is looking bad. I’m trying to find the codes to crack open the database but a lot of this data is scrambled, and I’m also not liking what I’m seeing for back doors into the database. I have a lot of avenues I can try, but I’m going to say it right now: I don’t really see us getting in without the passcodes.”
“Well–” A wave of dizziness washed over him and he staggered, hand going to a nearby console.
“Hunter!” Kiara hissed, leaping to her feet.
“I’m fine,” he replied, straightening back up. “I need to take a break, is all.”
“Go see Chloe,” she said.
“Kiara–”
“Go. See. Chloe. Now.”
He stared at her for a moment, then chuckled. “All right, fine. I’ll see Chloe. Then I’m gonna hit the showers and take a nap.”
“Fine. I’m staying here but I’ll come to check on you soon to make sure you’re getting checked out by Chloe.”
“All right! I’m going, my mate,” he replied.
Kiara’s eyes widened a little and she immediately went very red. She smiled a small but intense smile and looked down.
“Thank you,” she murmured.
Hunter headed out of the security center feeling good.




CHAPTER 9
 
A few minutes later, Hunter found himself on an examination bed, Chloe standing beside him, the machinery going.
“This is familiar,” he said.
She laughed softly as she studied the readouts. “Yes, it is. I’m still mildly embarrassed that one of our first interactions was letting you into my shirt.”
“You shouldn’t be. It led us to here.” He reached out and laid a hand against her stomach.
“Don’t move around too much,” she murmured, but smiled and put her hand over the back of his. She grew a little more serious. “You had us very worried.”
“I know. But I was doing what needed to be done.”
“I am aware. And you were right to do so. It’s just...this whole thing is so stressful. And now there’s a wolf in here with us…”
“Do you think I did the right thing?”
“Yes. I would have done the same if it was my decision. Or I’d like to believe that…” She looked up from the screen again. “Do you want to rut with her?”
“Yeah,” he replied.
“How about mate with her?”
“Also yes. But I didn’t. She tried.”
Chloe raised an eyebrow. “She’s rather bold. Was it difficult, turning her down?”
“I mean, yeah, of course it was.”
“She is very attractive in a rough sort of way. I always suspected that if we did find a female wolf that would work alongside us, you would be sorely attracted to her. Brooke has often pointed out how much more you have in common with them.”
“Well, you and she aren’t wrong,” he murmured.
“It isn’t a bad thing. And if you want to bring her into the group, I think it could work. It would take some time, but I think everyone would come to at least accept her.”
“I don’t think Brooke will.”
“Brooke...needs time. And for you to keep talking to her. I’ve heard some of what you’ve been telling her, about us and the wolves, about our society, about acceptance, about hate. You’re right. And she knows you’re right. But she’s stubborn, and extremely emotional. She has a lot of anger and rage. It’s justified, but dangerous. She wants to be better, and she’s trying, and she’s doing a good job, but she still has more to go.”
“Yeah,” he muttered. “I’ll talk to her. Oh, shit. Also, uh, fuck, in all the chaos I completely forgot to ask, but has anyone else checked if they’re pregnant?”
“Oh, yes! Kiara is pregnant with twins, Rain is pregnant with triplets. Nicole is pregnant with twins. Diane isn’t pregnant yet. Brooke...hasn’t gotten the scan yet. I think she’s nervous...are you all right?”
“...what?”
“Are you all right, Hunter?”
“Um...yeah. Yes. Just...this is happening really fast. Wow. Two pairs of twins, two pairs of triplets. Just...this is fine. I can handle this.”
She giggled softly. “Yes, you can.” The bed chimed and she looked down, then frowned. “Hunter...I’m not liking these results. They’re worryingly close to the results I was getting when we first found you. There’s damage throughout your body to your musculature, signs of extreme and intense stress on your organs, dehydration, malnourishment…” She looked up.
“Huh. I feel pretty shitty, but I didn’t think it was that bad. I guess that ability of mine takes a lot. Can you give me something to speed up the healing? I can’t be laying around, not right now.”
She stared at him for a long moment, then sighed heavily and walked over to one of the storage cabinets. A moment later, she returned with a hypo of glowing yellow liquid.
“Hold still,” she murmured, and injected him in the neck. “There. This is a cocktail of healing and activation agents. It will push your body into healing itself faster, but you need sleep, food, and water. Any chance I can convince you to stay in for the rest of the day?”
“No,” he replied flatly, sitting up. “Out of the question. That wolf den has been sitting long enough with a shitload of guns and gear we could really, really use. I don’t know if they’ve returned yet, but every hour that passes hastens the chances of return.”
She sighed. “I figured. Well, go get something to eat and then get some sleep. And maybe rut with Brooke.”
“That is a good idea.” He stood up, then leaned down and kissed her on the mouth. “I love you.”
She grinned at him, a little startled. “I love you, too,” she murmured.
He headed out of the infirmary and looked around, spotted Brooke the same moment she spotted him. He tilted his head and started walking towards the dorms. He found one that was unoccupied and went inside.
“What is it?” Brooke asked uncertainly.
“Take a shower with me,” he replied.
She looked at him for a moment, her expression one of impending argument, but it fell away in about two seconds. She shut the door behind her and then wordlessly headed for the bathroom. He began taking off his guns and gear, setting it out atop the dresser, then shed his bulletproof vest, his boots, his camo, until he was naked.
He walked in as he heard the shower start up and found her equally naked.
“Wow,” he murmured as she straightened up from turning on the shower.
“What?” she asked.
“You have a really big ass.”
She sighed and shook her head, reddening in the face a little, and slipped inside. The shower was, mercifully, big enough for the two of them, though it was a bit of a tight fit. He got in and kissed her. She kissed him back, a little aggressively, and he stopped her after a moment.
“What?” she asked impatiently.
“Turn around,” he said.
“Why?”
“Brooke.”
She sighed and turned around. He put his hands on her shoulders. “What are you-ohhh,” she murmured, her whole body relaxing as he began massaging her with his strong hands.
“You like that then?” he asked quietly.
“Yes.”
He laughed softly and kept going. He massaged her shoulders, her neck, her back. She had a great deal of tension in her muscles, and he did his best to relieve it. When he felt he’d reached a wall in terms of massaging, he slipped a hand around to her front and then moved it lower.
“What-ohhh!” she moaned, shuddering hard as his fingertip found her clit.
She let out a loud, long moan of pleasured bliss as he began to massage that instead. He was prepared to stop, as he still hadn’t really figured out if they liked foreplay or not. They sure seemed to, but always seemed confused by it or impatient.
She didn’t seem confused or impatient right now, though.
Brooke panted and moaned and twitched as he pleasured her. He kissed the side of her neck as he brought his other hand up to one of her big, firm breasts and cupped it briefly, then began to play with her nipple.
She orgasmed in about thirty seconds.
Then she became impatient.
Brooke turned around, looking aggressively attractive now, her red hair wet and down with her ears, her eyes wide, her face a study in lust and desperate desire. Before she could say anything, he grabbed her and hefted her up, then put her against the wall and slipped inside of her. She let out a startled sound and then gasped, then let out another, even louder cry of pleasured rapture as he began fucking her.
She held onto him tightly with her arms and legs, kissing him furiously, shoving her tongue into his mouth as he pounded her against the wall. At some point the pleasure became too much for her and she broke the kiss and leaned her head against the wall.
“Oh...oh...HUNTER! YES!” she shrieked and began to orgasm again.
He groaned loudly, feeling her strong inner muscles clench and flutter around his cock, milking it, pulsing perfect sexual ecstasy into him and drawing his own orgasm out.
He emptied himself into her, pumping her full of his seed in hard, furious spurts until he was completely spent and the two of them were left wet and naked, foreheads resting against each other, panting.
“I love you,” she whispered.
“I love you too, Brooke.” He kissed her once more, then let her down slowly. “And that isn’t going to change.”
She looked a little startled by that, but just smiled awkwardly. “I hope not.”
“I’ve made my choice, Brooke.”
“So have I,” she said, then kissed him and took over the shower.
“I’ve got a question,” he said after a moment.
“Ask.”
“What, um...you all kind of...are you okay with the foreplay?” he asked.
“I’m not sure what this word means.”
“The touching, the caressing, the kissing. The stuff we do before the rutting or the mating.”
“Oh! The intimacy. Yes, I am very okay with it. So are the others. We just aren’t used to it. And we are...rather impatient.”
“I get that. It’s just...you also seem really surprised by it. I mean, your past lovers, did they really not do any of that for you?”
She paused in wetting her hair and looked at him. “What do you mean, past lovers?”
“I mean other men you’ve been with.”
“There are no other men I’ve been with.”
His eyes bulged and he felt a small stab of panic. “None?”
“Yes, none. I mean, none of us have been.”
“What!? You’re-all of you are virgins? Or were?” he asked. “You said Kiara and Chloe had been in relationships before.”
“Yes, relationships, but they never mated.”
“What about rutted?”
“No...what’s wrong? Is this bad in your culture?”
“No! It’s not bad, it’s just-why didn’t you tell me!?”
“I’m...sorry, we thought it was obvious to you. You’re so skilled with this, we thought you had picked up on it. Does it matter? I don’t understand. I’m missing something.”
“It’s just...if I had known, I would have done it differently!”
“Why?”
“Because it was your first time!”
“I...I still don’t understand. Was it not good or something? It certainly was for me.”
He sighed, making himself calm down. “No, it was good, it was just...the first time is considered very special. I mean the first time between two people is special, but the first time ever for someone? A lot more special. And it should be...you know, very good. Handled with care.”
“Hunter, it was great for all of us, I assure you. I mean, what would you have done different?”
“I’d have eaten you all out for one thing.”
“You’d have...what?”
He sighed. “Used my mouth,” he laid a hand against her crotch, “down here. To pleasure you.”
She went bright red the moment he said that. “I...see.” She cleared her throat.
“Would you not want that?”
“No! I mean, yes! I would! We all would, it’s just...that isn’t done,” she whispered.
“What do you mean isn’t done? How can it not be done?”
“Intimacy is...rare. Even among couples. We all tend to like it quick and dirty. It’s just how we are. Those of us who seek and provide deeper intimacy are few. And it’s considered...perverse. Do you understand?”
“I think so, but what I really want to know is this: do you want me to be intimate with you?”
“Yes,” she replied immediately. “I do. And I know the others want it, too. We’ve talked about it. And, I mean, we can do it, too. If you want. With our mouths.”
“Uh, yeah, I definitely want that.”
They both looked over as they heard the dorm door open up.
“Kinda busy in here!” he called.
“You will be!” Rain called back.
“She must’ve heard us,” Brooke murmured.
“Seriously? How?”
“Your mates are very attuned to you, especially when you are rutting with your other mates,” she replied.
A moment later the bathroom door opened up and then the shower curtain was pulled back and he found himself looking at a very naked Rain and Chloe.
“It’s been too long,” Rain complained.
“What happened to ‘you need rest’?” he asked, looking at Chloe.
“Well...orgasms release endorphins,” she replied, rubbing one arm awkwardly. “And your rest will be more...restful.”
“Will it?”
“Yes!”
Brooke laughed and finished washing up, then slipped out. “Have fun. I’m going to help with the armory.”
Rain and Chloe almost tripped over each other as they climbed into the shower with him.




CHAPTER 10
 
“I don’t think you’re ready to go back out there,” Brooke murmured as she watched Hunter finish pulling on his new camouflage.
His old one was bloody and torn enough that he’d gone looking for a fresh one and had managed to find one among the piles of clothes they’d gathered thus far.
“Why?” he replied, pulling on his vest and cinching it tightly into place.
“You look tired. I haven’t really seen you look tired since the first few days. And you aren’t moving as fast.”
“I understand.” He began filling his pockets with ammo and gear. “But right now is too critical of a time for me to be down. That wolf den has enough guns, ammo, and explosives to keep us protected for a while.”
She didn’t say anything as he checked out his weapons, making sure they were good to go. He had the tactical pistol and two smaller backup sidearms now. He wasn’t too keen on traveling with more than one larger weapon, and he’d been eyeing an assault rifle they’d found among the dead wolves in all the chaos that he knew to be in the armory now.
Finally, he looked at her, finishing up. She looked anxious.
“Do you agree?” he asked.
“Yes. I’m just not happy about it, and you aren’t going out there without me. Not again,” she replied firmly.
“Fine,” Hunter said. “I’m going to need your help anyway. And some others. Come on.”
He stepped out of the dorm and moved back to the receiving bay, where the others were still clustered. The atmosphere was relaxed again, calm, soothing almost. They sat in groups, playing simple games or sharing meals or just chatting.
The hum of conversation died away as he stepped into the room and everyone looked to him.
“I’m going back out there to salvage whatever I can from the wolf den. I’m going to need help. If you feel up to helping me, I would really appreciate it. There’s the possibility of combat, but the main goal is hiking a few miles northwest, gathering up a bunch of guns, medicine, gear, and food, whatever we can find, and then hauling it all back here. The more people volunteer, the faster it’ll go. That being said, if you don’t feel up to going, do not volunteer. We go in fifteen minutes.”
He turned and headed away, leaving them to sort it out among themselves. Brooke followed.
“I wish we could still use the damn jeep,” she muttered.
“Yeah. But it’s relatively safe where it is right now, and it would be useless in all these woods. There’s no roads around here. And we’re going to need it for the trip back,” Hunter replied.
“Back where?” she asked.
“To the private property where Lilia and the others are staying, and back to Nym.”
“Oh. Right. Fuck. So much has been happening I can’t keep it all right in my head,” she muttered.
“I know. It’s a lot.”
“How are we supposed to handle this? It’s so overwhelming…”
“One task at a time, quickly and efficiently. That’s the only real way to do it. Pick a goal, focus on it until it’s done, repeat.”
“And it’s that simple?”
“It’s that simple. That doesn’t mean it’s easy, though.”
“That’s a good point.”
They came into the security control room and found Kiara and Riley sitting in chairs sharing a meal. Hunter felt an immediate release of tension as he saw them. Their body language wasn’t hostile. If anything, it was hesitantly friendly.
“Why are you up?” Kiara asked.
“Time to get back to work,” he replied.
“But you’ve only been down for five hours! And you didn’t even sleep all of those hours!”
“I know but we’ve gotta do it. This is as long as I’m willing to wait. Did you crack the database?”
“No,” Riley replied. “We need the password.”
“Is there any alternative? Any at all?” he asked.
“I’d have to start physically cutting into the network hub itself, which means I’d have to find it first, and I could probably get through. Eventually. But I’m not as familiar with this tech, so I might damage some things in the process.”
“All right, we’ll keep that on standby.” He looked to Kiara. “You look like you want to say something.”
“Yes. I’ve been looking through some logbooks and a few tablets I’ve found from the workers who were here when they set it up. I’ve found a reference to a small encampment where the workers stayed while it was being built. It’s about two miles west of here. It’s possible the codes are there.”
Hunter considered it. He remembered the collection of structures he’d seen off in the distance during his initial survey. That had to be the camp. “Worth checking out. I think I know where it is. For now,” he looked at Riley, “you up for going back out there? We need help hauling things.”
“Yeah, I can go, not much else I can do here anyway,” she replied.
“I’m going,” Kiara said.
Hunter frowned, considering it. Practically speaking, Kiara and Chloe were likely two of their most valuable members. Chloe was their only doctor and Kiara was clearly doing well with the leadership position. On the other hand, he couldn’t just demand she stay here forever. And honestly, the more of them got out into the field, the better.
“All right,” he said. “Both of you gear up and head for the airlock. We’re leaving in fifteen minutes.”
Hunter headed into the armory and grabbed the assault rifle he’d been eyeing. He checked it out and then loaded up from the stack of magazines they’d also recovered. It was a nice weapon, a lean piece of dark metal with a solid grip that fit very nicely into his hand, a red dot sight, and burst fire or full auto options.
He made sure to grab a pair of fragmentation grenades and the small C4 charge and detonator he’d managed to recover from the first trip to the den, then headed back out. He made for the elevators and found all four of his security personnel there.
“Did you do what I asked?” he asked.
“Yes,” Penny said, and Luke and the others nodded.
“We also familiarized ourselves with the layout once we’d finished establishing the armory,” Diane said.
“Excellent. Luke, Felix, and Penny, you feel up to going out for a supply run? It’s about four miles round trip.”
“Yes,” Luke replied immediately.
“I am,” Penny said, and Felix nodded.
“Good. Go to the armory, gear up. I don’t know if we’ll run into wolves, but you should always expect to. You’ve got ten minutes to gear up and get to the main airlock.”
They all headed off immediately.
“What about me?” Diane asked.
“I want you here.”
“I am probably the most competent out of the four of us,” she said, a little firmly.
“That’s why I want you here.”
“Oh. That makes sense.”
“I take it you’ve all heard nothing from the depths?” he asked, looking at the dented door.
“Not a thing.”
“All right. I’m hoping we won’t be gone for more than a few hours. I almost didn’t take all three of them, but there’s a lot of gear that we could really, really use, and I’m not sure if we’ll get another chance before the wolves come back to figure out what happened to their camp.”
“I’ll keep watch here. I just got done eating and hitting the bathroom, so I shouldn’t really need to get up.”
“Thank you.” He began to turn away but she reached out and grabbed his wrist.
“Hey, I’m still not pregnant yet,” she said, a small, sly grin on her face.
“We should fix that tonight.”
“Yes, we should. Just make sure you tell your mates.”
“I will.”
She stood up on her tiptoes and gave him a firm kiss on the mouth. He returned it happily, and then he was on his way. He came back to the main room to find his security personnel, Brooke and Kiara, and three others gathered near the airlock. He recognized one of the three as Alice, the rabbit girl he’d had to go looking for when he’d first arrived at the watchtower camp. From her expression, he got the impression she was perhaps doing this to make up for the chastisement he and Brooke had given her and the lizard boy for fucking off all night.
He almost made her stay. He didn’t need someone feeling guilty out there and not being up to snuff for what the world was throwing at them. But he stopped at the last second. There was something there, a kind of steel buried in her gaze, the same kind he saw in Brooke and Kiara and Chloe and even Rain. Most of them had empty packs or cases or duffel-bags.
Good. It was nice not to have to think of everything.
“All right, let’s move out!”
…
They moved through the dying woodlands, a ragtag bunch of survivors in mismatched clothing loping across the land.
Hunter was deeply grateful to see that once the mission actually started, any lingering tension between the races seemed to die off. They worked together and at one point one of the rabbits tripped and Riley helped her back up and neither of them were weird about it.
They managed to make it back to the den pretty fast.
Hunter went ahead to scout, just to see if anyone had come back, but it quickly became obvious this wasn’t the case. It was as vacant as when he’d last left it. He called them up and the group gathered at the edge of the clearing.
“You did all this by yourself?” Luke asked quietly.
“Yes, I did. At cost to myself, so don’t go thinking I can kill anything and everything. We’ve got half an hour. Luke, Penny, Felix, and Brooke, you’re all out here with me. Search these bodies and grab guns, ammo, grenades, knives, pretty much whatever you can find. Riley, Kiara, that’s the infirmary. Clear it out. The rest of you, that’s the mess, clear it out. Don’t fuck around, this is serious. You hear anything, you see anything, try to warn us quietly. If the wolves or anyone else shows up and it turns into a firefight, run back to the watchtower camp. Do you hear me? The watchtower. We can’t lead them home.”
They all gave affirmative responses and got to work.
The first fifteen minutes passed in relative silence, the only sounds that of them shifting the bodies around or quiet noises of disgust as they dealt with a particularly wounded corpse. Hunter wasn’t sure how comfortable he was with them seeing those wounds and knowing he’d done it with his bare hands, but what choice was there, anyway?
What they’d probably end up settling on thinking was that he was a monster, but he was their monster.
He could live with that.
Hunter had just finished filling a third duffel-bag with guns and ammo when he sensed Riley approaching.
“I found something you’re going to want to see,” she said, holding something small and metal.
She passed it to him and he studied it. It was a sphere of black and blue metal. The blue parts were circles done in a pattern that was annoyingly familiar.
“What is it?” he asked, seeing a green button to press on the top.
“It’s a land-painter. It’s deer technology,” she said.
Oh, that’s what the pattern was.
“Deer? You say that like it’s special,” he replied, turning it over in his hands.
She looked momentarily confused, then responded. “The deer are very technologically advanced compared to most of the rest of us. They’re pretty protective of their tech because there’s so few of them.” He looked at her, raising an eyebrow. “Do you not...know this?”
“As I said, memory loss.”
“Oh. Shit. Right. I didn’t think it was that extensive...sorry. Their nation is pretty small now. They live in a few cities surrounding a capital in a mountainous region quite a ways north of here. There was some kind of plague that targeted them and wiped out like ninety percent of their population fifty years ago. They were already pretty reclusive, but they became even more so. Um, anyway, you hit the button and toss it into the air. It shoots up a few hundred meters and sends out a burst-pulse to give you an image of the landscape.”
“How? Does it come back down?”
“It’s destroyed in the process, or at least this model is, but it’s linked to a tablet. I can make this work and get us a map of the area.”
“I’m guessing there’s a drawback.”
“There is, but I don’t think we’ll have to worry about it. The pulse can be detected, but my people–” She paused, grit her teeth. “My former people almost certainly don’t have the technical prowess to detect it.”
He considered it for a moment, then passed it back to her. “All right, get it ready. I’ll do it once we’re wrapped up here.”
“Got it.”
Hunter got back to work, eager to be free of this place. It stank of death and spilled blood, but more than that, he knew every minute they spent here was another minute closer to the wolves coming back to this place. He was keeping an eye out, and he knew Brooke was, too, and the others all seemed fairly tuned to their environment, but still, this was a risk.
He spent the next five minutes gathering guns and gear to fill his own backpack with, then headed for the infirmary.
“How we doing?” he asked, making Kiara jump slightly. Riley didn’t look up from the tablet she was working.
“We’re done,” Kiara replied. “I was just doing one last sweep. Honestly...this isn’t what I had hoped for. It was clearly understocked, and even what they had was of poor quality, clearly had been used before, or was improperly stored. God, this is so fucking embarrassing,” she whispered.
“What is?” Hunter asked.
“My people are being slaughtered and enslaved by absolute fucking morons.”
He saw Riley’s ears go down, but otherwise she didn’t stop working.
Kiara sighed. “Shit, I’m sorry, Riley, I didn’t mean–”
“It’s all right, Kiara,” Riley replied a touch awkwardly. “It’s going to come up a lot and it’s true. They are fucking morons. Unfortunately they’re strong morons who are good at one thing: hunting and killing those weaker than them.” She stopped speaking abruptly and her eyes bulged. “Fuck, I didn’t mean–”
Kiara laughed softly. “It’s all right. On average, rabbits are weaker than wolves. It’s a fact. I’m not offended. But you’re right also.”
“...cool.” She cleared her throat uncomfortably. “I’m finished, Hunter.”
“Perfect. Gather up your shit and get ready to go,” he replied, accepting the device and the tablet.
He headed back out and checked in at the mess hall, and found an annoyingly similar situation. Lots of food in poor condition. At least they had those MREs. And could grab more once they headed back that way, if the drone was still there.
“All right people, five minute warning!” he called.
Everyone began to move a bit faster. He spent the time checking the dorms structure and finding a handful of useful items stashed among the bunks. When he came back out, he found everyone gathered in a loose knot off to one side of the clearing, weighed down by heavy bags and backpacks. Overall, this had gone really, really well.
Hopefully that kept.
“All right, one minute,” Hunter said, coming to stand with Riley. “So just hit the button and throw it up?”
“Yep,” she replied. “It’s linked so it should paint a fairly detailed picture of the landscape and any structures and vehicles around.”
“That’ll be really damn useful.”
Hunter hit the button and hurled it up. The sphere of metal went up into the air, began to fall back down, stopped, hovered, bobbed once in the air, then abruptly shot straight up. He kept watching it, waiting, curious to see what would happen. A few seconds later there was a small burst of light, little more than a bottle rocket popping, and the tablet chimed in his hand.
“Oh wow, nice,” he muttered as he studied the screen.
It was a pretty detailed map. He saw where they were, saw the abandoned logging mill, saw what had to be the worker’s camp. The watchtower. It looked like it had painted the landscape for a good twenty miles or so. He saw several other structures. Most of them were simple structures. There were a few clusters, and there was one somewhere to the north that seemed large and for some reason out of place.
“What’s this, do you think?” he asked, showing her.
Riley studied it for a moment. “It might be their command den...well, no. I passed through the command den and it wasn’t structured like this layout. Could be campgrounds. I’m not sure.”
“Something about it bugs me, but I’m not sure what.”
Riley began to respond but they both twitched their weapons into play as they heard a twig snap loudly somewhere nearby.
Someone was coming.




CHAPTER 11
 
Hunter made rapid motions for everyone to begin falling back as he took aim.
They were coming from the west and they were alone as far as he could tell. He motioned for Riley to fall back to cover and started cautiously advancing. Something about this was off, but he genuinely couldn’t tell what.
He began to get an idea of the figure as they advanced through the dense woods. They were injured, he thought, as their gate was awkward and somewhat jerky. He caught a flash of rabbit ears and relaxed.
Hunter lowered his rifle. “Hello, there! Are you hurt? We can help you,” he called.
The figure didn’t respond. Didn’t change stride. He hesitated and felt a shiver of instinctive fear do a quick, nipping roll down his spinal column. He made himself relax. They were probably traumatized or perhaps out of it from blood loss, no need to freak out.
He began to call out again to the advancing figure, still obscured heavily by the trees, when the wind changed.
And a scent of heavy decay and machine oil came to him, slapped him in the face, really.
His eyes went wide and he raised the rifle again as every instinct in him began flashing red.
He could hear a strange sound, a kind of whirring-tick, and under it, a steady hum of power. It sounded somehow evil.
“Fall back!” Hunter snapped.
The figure stepped into the clearing and became still, slowly surveying the scene. He heard several gasps from the others.
“What the actual fuck is that?!” Riley whispered harshly from behind him.
Hunter was having a hard time rectifying what he was seeing. It didn’t seem possible.
It was, indeed, a rabbit. Or had been.
A man, maybe early thirties, it was too hard to tell with so much damage. Maybe five and a half feet tall, athletic. This was who he had been in life.
In death–and Hunter had zero doubts that this thing was dead in the clinical sense–it was a terror from beyond sanity.
Huge patches of fur and even flesh had been ripped away. Through the holes in its body, he could see silver-gold wires or black tubing pumping something. Where its stomach was supposed to be was merely a pane of glass, behind which a complex amalgamation of decaying intestines and dully flashing technology pulsed.
One arm ended in a blade that emerged from a metal piece fitted over the stump of its wrist. The other hand had been replaced with a larger metal one that resembled a skeleton. Its face was horribly twisted, one cheek torn open and away so that its teeth showed in a sneer. One eye had been replaced by an artificial eye that gleamed an evil red light. The other eye was an empty socket that held some measure of tech gleaming bloodily within.
This is what had been killing the wolves?!
What the fuck even was this thing!?
The red eye centered on him and the elongated moment suddenly snapped back and Hunter realized it had chosen him as its target.
Even in all the horror, he thought: Thank God.
“Get the fuck out of here!” he screamed and opened fire. “Fall back, now!”
The rounds found their marks as he poured gunfire into the thing, aiming for its central mass. He saw chunks of flesh flayed off, geysers of coagulated blood and dark machine oil spurting out, sparks as the bullets hit metal beneath the flesh.
He emptied the magazine into the nightmare cast in flesh and steel, and still it stood.
Then it moved.
It moved fast.
Hunter was in the middle of reloading his assault rifle but was forced to drop it as the thing (Clockwork Trinket, his mind whispered) bolted for him with a terrifying speed. It ate up the distance between them in half a second and he suddenly found himself fighting for his life.
He dodged three times in rapid succession as the thing tried to cut his throat open with its blade hand. The last one he actually felt the very tip of the blade carve a line of burning pain across his flesh and leaped back to get some distance.
It didn’t work. The creature was on him again in a split second. It made no sound as it attacked, save for the whirring machinations of its internal locomotion. There was no humanity left in its face, in its glaring red eye and techno-socket.
This close, he could actually see wires embedded deeper in the cavity.
The reek was overwhelming.
He went for his knife but it grabbed his hand with its own, long metallic digits wrapping painfully around his wrist and yanking his arm taut while it raised its blade hand to chop his forearm off. Hunter realized in an instant that he was for sure outclassed, and the millisecond this realization snapped into focus, his ability activated.
He yanked back and sidestepped hard as the world gained a hard, painful clarity and thunder erupted in his skull. His muscles protested, but there was no time for that now. He managed to miss the knife and pulled out his own. He drove it into the thing’s forearm and twisted hard. A burst of sparks jetted from the new wound and the hand released him.
Hunter leaped back, gasping for air at this point.
This had to end and very quickly or he was going to die regardless.
Hunter dodged another swipe from its knife and it was at least easier this time. He went in for the kill, trying to drive the knife into its skull through the temple, but hit metal so immediately and so hard that the knife was forced from his grasp by the recoil.
This time the blade found its mark in his gut and only his reflexes saved him. It sunk in two inches instead of punching out the back in a burst of foamy intestines.
Okay, he was going to have to do something a little harder.
He looked around as an idea came to him and saw Riley was still where she had been, either frozen in terror or unwilling to abandon him.
“Shotgun!” he screamed as he took a few rapid steps towards her.
She tossed it and he snatched it out of the air, spun back around, ducked under the Trinket’s next attack and snapped into place behind it.
He raised the shotgun, put the barrel to the back of its head, and squeezed the trigger.
It didn’t completely vaporize its head, but it was enough. More than half its skull blew away in a vile plume of decayed gore and rotted brain matter. Wires and lights were revealed, not just along the surface of the brain but inside of it.
The creature staggered, stuttered, tried to stay upright, then collapsed into a heap of twitching limbs. It seized up abruptly and sagged, going limp. The light in its eye went out.
Hunter didn’t take a chance. Pumping the shotgun, he stepped up and blasted the remains of its skull away.
Then he dropped out of his heightened state.
He collapsed.
He almost passed out but managed to cling grimly to consciousness. The darkness did nearly consume the whole of his vision for a few moments and when he came back to himself, he saw Riley, Kiara, and Brooke were standing over him.
“Hold still,” Brooke said as she dropped into a crouch and broke open a medkit. “This is gonna hurt.”
He just grunted, focusing on not passing out as his body rebelled, almost demanded it. His muscles felt like he’d been through a triple marathon. His lungs burned. His head swam in a sea of agony while he floated down a river of pain.
An explosion of bright white-hot agony ripped into his guts like someone had stuck a blowtorch in the wound and squeezed the trigger as hard as they could. He barely managed to bite back a bark of pain as the coagulating sealant went to work, sealing up the wound temporarily. He did let out a guttural sound as Brooke got a bandage smoothed over it.
“Sorry,” she said, wincing badly.
“Fine,” Hunter panted.
“Are you going to die?” Kiara whispered.
“No,” he growled.
Hunter knew what needed to be done in this moment. He forced himself up against their protests and grabbed Brooke’s open medical kit. Pawing through it, he found the painkiller hypo and jabbed it to his neck and hit the button. Immediately, cool, soothing relief began to flow out from his neck. He sighed in relief, but knew it wouldn’t be enough.
“Stimulant,” he said. “I need a stimulant.”
“What is that?” Kiara replied anxiously.
“Fuck!” he snapped, trying to clear his head. “Um...injection, like this,” he held up the hypo, “but for energy. Power. Strength.”
“Oh!” Brooke said, and immediately began digging around in Kiara’s pack. “The wolves have that. Hold on…” She tore out a medical kit and pulled it open, dug around until she came up with a hypo that had an evil-looking red liquid inside. She hesitated. “Hunter, I don’t know if this is a good idea.”
He ignored her and took it from her hand, then jabbed it into his neck and pulled the trigger. Wolf med tech apparently came with triggers. It seemed somehow appropriate.
This time, hellfire entered his veins, but it was weak and pathetic compared to the death fuel that his own ability activated. It was enough, though. He felt new strength hitting his muscles, his limbs. It didn’t fire him up as much as he was hoping, and when he tried to stand up, he still found it difficult to move.
He put his hand out. “Another.”
“Hunter, no,” Brooke said firmly.
“Brooke,” he replied, looking at her.
She stared back, then seemed to realize he wasn’t going to budge. She sighed heavily and slapped a second hypo into his hand. He shot it into his veins and then got to his feet. His chest hurt and the rest of his body seemed incapable of deciding between pleasure or pain as the stims fought with the painkillers.
He looked to Kiara. “Get them back to the Warren as fast as you can and stay there.” He looked at Brooke. “If you come with me to the work camp, you keep up.”
Both of them could tell he was far beyond arguing, so Kiara simply nodded, rezipped her pack, and went to her task. Hunter looked down at the corpse he’d made. The awful thing. The Clockwork Trinket. Why had he called it that? Why had it stuck so thoroughly?
Didn’t matter, he was working on a timeline.
He snatched up his rifle and reloaded it, then looked briefly at Riley, who was lingering uncertainly nearby.
“To the Warren,” he said, and then looked to Brooke and said, “let’s go.”
Then he was loping off, westbound.
…
To say that the trek through the forest was uncomfortable would be a strong understatement.
Hunter was in pain and though the painkillers kept it at bay, he could feel it not just lurking but building. It was a tsunami of agony cresting his own internal horizon, blotting out the sun that was his rational mind.
It was coming and he was racing it.
He thought he had enough time, but wasn’t sure. He tasted real fear again, wondering if he had broken something, damaged some internal, integral part of him beyond repair. More than that, he kept thinking back to the creature, the mechanical thing.
This was the great terror that had been haunting the forest, slaughtering wolves and innocents alike?
Why? How? Where had it come from?
His mind snapped something together and he almost stopped as he felt a wave of horror rise swiftly through his body.
At least one of them had been inside the Warren, and perhaps still was. Perhaps more. That’s what had damaged the door.
They had been trying to get out from the lower levels.
He forced himself on relentlessly. They needed those codes.
Too many questions, but they had to wait.
Hunter pushed aside visions of terror and bloodshed, of Warren corridors painted with blood and littered by broken bodies, and instead pushed himself faster. His body protested but he ignored it. Brooke was beside him, keeping up with some difficulty.
Suddenly, they were through the woods and into a clearing with four long, low buildings arranged in a perimeter around a central two-story structure. He drew his pistol and began moving swiftly into the camp. The moment he got a good look at the central structure’s main entrance, he relaxed, ever so slightly.
The Evergreen logo was stamped on it. They were in the right place.
Now time to see if it was a bust or not.
He caught Brooke’s eyes with his own, then pointed to one of the long structures. She nodded and ghosted off, hurrying to clear it. He picked his own and slipped inside. His abused senses were telling him they were alone here, but he didn’t quite trust them at this point. Coming into the building, he found a long corridor awaiting him, the walls to either side lined with doors. He began checking them and found simple dorm rooms, not too dissimilar from those back at the Warren.
It became obvious the place had been formally emptied at some point in the past. Nothing lay scattered here and there, nothing was broken. Just bed frames and bare mattresses and nothing else. All of them were empty. At the back, he found a bathroom with a row of stalls and sinks and shower cubicles. This was empty, too.
Hunter checked the next two, unwilling to lapse in his due diligence, and found them equally empty. He and Brooke broke into the central structure and found a rec room and a mess hall on the first floor, a generator room, water pumping station, and storage bay in the basement, and a kind of control center on the second story.
Here was where they began their search in earnest. Hunter felt his hopes dashed as they had checked out the abandoned site, but they reignited as he saw that the control room had apparently not been vacated so thoroughly. There were signs of habitation: a few empty cups, the remnants of a meal, scattered paperwork.
After five more minutes of searching, a pulse of pain suddenly tore through his body and he knew it was warning him.
Did he have enough time to get back to the Warren? Or was Brooke going to have to drag his heavy ass through enemy territory like Riley had done?
“Hunter! I found something,” Brooke called excitedly.
He hurried over, finding her sitting at a desk with its drawers pulled open, a scrap of paper in her hand. He found himself leaning heavily on the desk and panting as he accepted it from her. She looked at him, as worried as ever.
He found words scrawled on the paper: WARREN MASTER CONTROL and BURN THIS! Between these two was a string of alphanumerics.
“Holy fucking shit, is this lucky,” he whispered, memorizing it and then having Brooke do the same. Once she had, he secured it carefully in his inner pocket.
Fuck, did his stomach hurt.
“Can we please go now?” Brooke asked, standing.
“Not yet.”
“Why!?”
“Find any reference to the Warren among this crap and destroy it.”
“Fine, but you sit down and rest while I do it. Don’t fucking argue with me!”
He sighed and sat down heavily in the chair, which groaned under his weight. “Fine. Just hurry. But do it right.”
“I will.”
Hunter began watching her work and considered digging through the desk he now sat behind, but before he knew it he was awakening to a hand on his shoulder.
He jerked upright and Brooke gasped softly.
“I did it,” she said. “I found some stuff, destroyed it. Can we go now?”
He smelled smoke on the air and saw a wisp of it rising from a wastebasket nearby. He nodded and got slowly to his feet.
Then they began the long, painful walk home.
…
He was somewhere else.
Somewhere wrong.
Hunter looked down at himself. He was wearing the wrong thing. Different camo. White and gray. His breath fogged on the air. He looked at his hands. The scars were missing, or most of them were. He looked up, around.
A frozen forest, dead bodies, blood steaming on the snow.
A figure moved among the bodies. Hunter watched, feeling a slow horror building. He was about to do something bad. This had been an ambush, he realized. There were just two of them, the Sergeant and the Lance Corporal, but they were good.
They had laid mines. Here to stop an enemy patrol that might have been carrying something. He was in another country, he remembered slowly, far from his home. But where was his home? The Sergeant studied the open mouth of a dead soldier and grunted, then pulled out his knife. He jabbed it into the mouth and began working it.
Slowly, Hunter approached. They had to be somewhere, they had a job to do, or he did, something crucial and vital, but he couldn’t remember what.
The Sergeant grunted and popped something out of the dead man’s mouth. He turned and grinned viciously as he saw Hunter.
“Oi, trinket from the trinkets,” he said, and flicked the small thing through the air.
Hunter caught it on instinct and realized it was a tooth. A bloody tooth.
“Trinket?” he asked, dropping it in disgust.
The Sergeant had gone back to work on the mouth. “Yeah, trinket. That’s all these fuckers are. Not even human. Just trinkets. You’ve seen ‘em. The way they fight with each other, they’re less than savages. Just walking trinkets to be killed and collected. Some guys take ears, some take eyes, they used to take scalps, you know. But those rot and are harder to hide. Nah, teeth is best. Got a jar at home, big one, almost full. Not sure what I’m gonna do with all them teeth.” He laughed cruelly. “Maybe I’ll have them melted down and made into a medal or something. I deserve one, all the shit I put up with.”
Hunter stood there, uncertain and horrified, looking at all the death he had caused as the slow dawning horror that he was working under an absolute madman with military sanction came to him, and then something exploded and the dream was ripped away.
Hunter gasped awake into a world of hazy, incoherent pain. The pain was distant, but it felt enormous, like a million gallons of water barely held back by a leaky, failing dam.
He heard something beeping occasionally.
It took him too long to put together that he was back at the Warren, in the infirmary. He fought against the lethargy and pain and the haze of drugs to remember what had happened. They had made it back, he knew that much, and they had gotten into the airlock, and…
He must have finally passed out.
He heard a toilet flush somewhere nearby and then a door opened. He raised his head slowly and stared, seeing Chloe silhouetted against a dim light coming through the door behind her.
“Hunter!” she gasped and hurried forward.
“Sorry,” was the first thing he said, then groaned.
“You should be,” she whispered harshly, coming to his side and typing hasty commands into the console attached to the bed.
He looked down at himself once more. He had an IV attached to the crook of his right elbow and another attached to his left wrist.
“Your heart nearly blew out,” she growled. “You flatlined for ten seconds there but we managed to get it going again.”
“Yeah, my chest feels pretty bad.”
She sighed heavily and kept working the controls. “You can’t keep doing this.”
“I know.”
A few moments of silence passed as he clung to consciousness.
“Your vitals are stable, at least, but not looking too good. I just ran a scan of you and it looks like your body is healing itself, still at a noticeably faster rate than normal, but slower than it should be, if we’re using previous scans as a baseline,” she murmured.
“That’s not good.”
“No shit.” He looked over at her. She was genuinely pissed off. “You scared the shit out of me, Hunter. Out of all of us. Not just me and Brooke and Rain and Kiara, but everyone here.”
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.
Chloe’s expression softened and she put her soft, warm hands on his arm. “I know. I’m angry but not really at you. You did what needed doing. I’m angry at the world for trying to take you from us, for what it’s taken already.”
“I understand,” he murmured. He felt himself wanting to drift off but fought it. “Chloe, listen. We found out what’s killing people out there.”
“Brooke told me.”
“They might be in the Warren. That door, the bashed in door, that has to be one of them trying to get in at some point.”
She frowned, then her eyes widened and she paled. “Oh no.”
“Have you heard anything? How long have I been out?”
“You’ve been down about eight hours. We haven’t heard anything and the door is still being watched. But how did they get into the Warren? But not through the upper level?”
“There has to be other entrances down lower, down into caves or tunnels. Did the passcode work?”
“Yes. We have control of the Warren. Lights are on out there, water is running and it’s clean. That’s all I know, though, because I’ve been working on you in here. Listen, you’re staying down for at least the next three days. You only get out of this bed to go to the bathroom. That’s it. No arguing.”
He nodded. “No arguments from me this time. I feel like hammered shit.”
Chloe relaxed, smiled a little, ran her fingers through his short hair. “Good. Thank you. You have taken care of us, Hunter, so let us take care of you.”
“Gladly.” He shifted a little. “So can we, uh…”
“No, not yet,” Chloe replied, the quality of her smile changing to something both amused and annoyed. “Believe me, I want to. But you need sleep first. Maybe tomorrow morning.”
“You’re probably right,” he said, then yawned. “Will you sleep in here with me?”
“Yes, but first let me tell the others you woke up.”
“Okay.”
Hunter shifted carefully to make room in the bed. There should be just enough for both of them. Thoughts swirled around his skull, trying to get in. Worries, fears, anxieties. But the drugs and the pain and the bone-deep exhaustion kept them at bay.
They were going to have to wait.
He woke up to Chloe slipping into bed with him. She laid against him, resting her head on his shoulder, and he slipped comfortably back into the darkness.
Episode 05 will be out May 1st!
Thanks for reading, reviews and ratings are really appreciated!
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