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CHAPTER 1
 
“So, doc, can I get out of this fucking bed or what?” Hunter asked with only half-concealed frustration as Chloe again consulted the readout screen.
She was frowning, and he couldn’t really read it at this point because apparently he idled very, very poorly. Even beaten half to hell and back, he found the urge to get up and do something overwhelming.
Especially after three solid days.
It was dawn again and he intended to get back to the business of rescuing rabbits (and anyone else that needed it) and killing wolves.
And anyone else that needed it.
“Yes,” she said, but her voice was still laced with a heavy dose of reluctance.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing. Nothing is wrong with your body. We pumped you full of most of the accelerated healing agents we had left and that dormant state you went into seemed to have made exceptionally good use of them.”
“And you also used up too much of the liquid nutrients and saline to give my body something eat,” Hunter agreed. “Which is all the more reason for me to get the fuck out of here and check out that medical outpost.”
She sighed. “Yes.”
“So what’s wrong?”
Chloe finally looked up from the screen. She’d been off over the past three days but he hadn’t really been able to tell just how off until he’d finally come out of his half-comatose daze.
“You scared the shit out of me when you passed out in the airlock. And I’m just...very, very terrified of losing you. I’m not sure you appreciate just how terrified.”
Oh.
Well, that should’ve been obvious.
“Shit,” he said, and got to his feet, then wrapped her in a hug. “I’m sorry, Chloe. I think I’m more used to the idea of bad things happening to me than I thought I was.”
“It’s kind of blinding you,” she murmured as she nestled against him. “You take for granted that you will risk your life, again and again. We don’t. But I suppose I can’t really be upset with you, given how out of it you’ve been. That also scared the shit out of me. Honestly, I think it scared me more than that. I’ve never really seen you...drugged. Do you know what happened?”
“I think your theory is right. I think my bio-engineering has some kind of emergency dormancy state that gets activated under the right conditions to prevent me from moving as much as possible, and to use as little energy as it realistically can, without actually putting me into a coma, to emergency heal as fast as it can. And I think the effect was actually strengthened with the injections. But hey, it worked! Three days and I’m back to a hundred percent. I feel fucking amazing.”
She laughed and pulled back. “You smell horrible.”
“Well, you all keep sneaking in here and fucking me every chance you get.”
“Who else has been in here!?” she demanded.
“Um...everyone but Riley.”
“You’ve slept with Riley?”
“No. But she’s the only one I might still sleep with. Also, how could you not know everyone else was in here?”
She sighed, exasperated. “You know what I mean! I mean who else was fucking you in here?! I told them not to.”
“You did.”
“Once,” she said, blushing. “Because I...couldn’t help it.”
“Twice,” he replied. “Don’t lie.” She sighed. “And they ‘couldn’t help it’ either. Obviously it didn’t cause any problems. If anything, it might’ve helped.”
“Oh, I’m so sure...go shower.”
“Wanna join me?”
“Yes, but I can’t. I have to prepare for the mission. And so do you. We managed to put together a proper camouflage uniform for you that should fit you better and is very clean. Not that it matters, given what you’ll do to it. It’s in the bathroom. So go shower and hurry up.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. “And thank you, Chloe.”
“Mmm.” She gave him a kiss. “Hurry.”
“Yep.”
She didn’t need to tell him twice.
Hunter headed into the infirmary’s bathroom and fired up the shower as hot as it would go, then slipped inside and got to scrubbing.
Three days of inactivity. It was like it had caught up with him, psychologically, all at once, and he was itching to get outside and get to work. There was so much to be done. They had been handed a gift in that nothing had actually happened while he was recovering. No wolves had come calling, as far as Brooke could tell during her scouting missions out there.
And nothing had emerged from the depths below them to come clanging on the door.
But Hunter knew that every hour that passed brought them closer to conflict. He hadn’t been completely out of it during the last seventy two or so hours. He’d had periods of lucidity and he’d used the time to study the map and learn what he could from the others about the region. Some of them had spent time in these woods in the past and had tidbits of data to offer.
A fresh batch of information had come in last night, in the form of a couple of stragglers who Brooke had managed to pick up just before sunset while out checking for wolves. They had come from Nym, but indirectly, having tried to head farther south to a refugee camp they’d heard about. Only it hadn’t worked out so good for them.
They’d made it to the camp, only to find it a bloody desolation.
Tigers had found the camp first.
Hunter pushed that thought aside for now as he grabbed an electric razor and began buzzing off all his hair and beard. Nothing he could do about that yet. For now, the wolves had his attention. Though if he ran into any tigers he was sure as hell going to pay attention to them.
He had things that sorely needed doing and he had a plan and he was finally ready to get the wheels of progress turning again now that his bruised and battered body was back up to one hundred percent.
Finishing up, Hunter killed the water and dried and dressed quickly. He stepped back out into the infirmary feeling electrified. Chloe was finishing up getting an emergency medical kit ready and looked over at him.
Her ears twitched and her eyes widened a little.
“You all right?” he asked.
“I...yes. You are just, um, you look very appealing right now.”
“So do you. But, as you’ve pointed out, we have work to do.”
She sighed and nodded and finished with the medkit they would be taking with them. Hunter led her out of the infirmary and into the main thoroughfare. He paused, plainly surprised by just how much it had changed.
True to his word, he had not gotten out of bed to do anything but go to the bathroom. The thoroughfare had transformed completely into an area of welcoming relaxation. Tables and chairs had been dragged out and gathered in loose knots almost, but not quite, at random. There was a corner that had been created for children to play, a collection of whatever toys, books, and drawing implements they could scrounge up gathered between a few couches.
Another section now held a couple of tables fastened together to serve as a kind of impromptu stage, a collection of a dozen chairs organized in front of it.
A pair of dressers had been hauled out and put together, with a row of chairs lined up alongside them, in what obviously was meant to recreate a bar. He laughed softly as he saw that. Some shit wasn’t just universal but multi-universal.
Most everyone was out eating breakfast at this point, and a hush fell over the room as Hunter came out. Everyone turned to look at him.
This was still weird.
“Hey, uh...I’m better,” he said. And there was an obvious relief in their faces as he said that. It made sense why, but it was still strange to be the center of attention like this.
Pretty much all his skills suited him to the blood-drenched battlefield.
No one said anything, so he continued. “I’m going to be getting back to work, solving some of the problems we still have. I’m going to need Kiara, Riley, Brooke, Diane, and Wick to join me for a meeting.”
Everyone he needed was already present, (he saw Kiara and Riley had been eating together at a table and wondered how their single wolf member was managing), and they got up and began following him as he navigated through the thoroughfare.
Hunter tried to get a measure of the mood as he did. It seemed mixed. The relief was indeed obvious, but he noticed it wasn’t as strong as it might have been before several days ago. They still seemed anxious. He wasn’t sure what had shaken their confidence more: his collapse or the fucking Trinket soldier he’d fought.
That had been weighing heavily on his mind.
He led his little group towards the command center, (favoring Rain with a knowing smile in passing and receiving one in return, she had come to visit him last night and it had been a very thoroughly eventful encounter), and began organizing his thoughts.
By the time they came to the security center, he thought he had a pretty good idea of what they were going to do.
It wasn’t going to be easy.
He gathered everyone around a table that had been set up in the security center just for this exact reason.
“First thing: any threats, inside or outside?” he asked, looking to Brooke and Diane.
“Nothing,” Diane replied.
“I haven’t gone out since last night, but there’s been no indication anything’s changed,” Brooke said.
“Perfect. Okay, now that I’m back on my feet, there are some things that need doing. The first order of business is: we have to find a backup location to evacuate to in the event of a breach. From within or without. And Wick here says he knows where just such a location exists.”
Hunter turned his attention to their latest arrival, one of the trio of stragglers Brooke had picked up last night. He was a rabbit who was skinny and haunted and pale. His journey had taken a clear toll on him, and the other two who’d managed to survive with him.
“Yeah, the Burrow,” he said, clearing his throat uncomfortably. “There’s a secretive campground to the south. It’s pretty well-hidden. It’s a big set of clearings and a large rock wall with a few shallow caves, all inside some dense forest and hidden by some hills. It’s unofficial, just some families knew about it.
“My family, four others, I think. We’d go there in the summers and camp for a few weeks. There’s a lake and a creek and a waterfall. There’s no buildings or anything. We stopped going maybe a decade ago when things kind of went sour between my dad and one of the other families. I don’t even know why. But I know the way there. It’s a couple hours’ walk southwest of here or so.”
“And you’re sure you can find it?” Hunter asked.
“Yeah. I can find it.”
“Good. Because you’re going to.” He set down a tablet with the map the drone had painted for him earlier. “How close is it to this?”
He pointed to the emergency medical outpost Chloe had identified while studying the results. Wick leaned forward and studied it for a moment. He pointed to a spot right at the edge of the map, putting the medical outpost about two thirds of the way along their trek.
“Perfect. Here’s the first plan. I’m going to take Chloe, Wick, Riley, and one or two others. We’ll hit the medical outpost, assess it, prep and hide the most crucial supplies, then walk on to the Burrow and assess it as well. We’ll determine what’s to be done in the field if it turns out people are already there. Provided that goes well, we all come back, swing by the outpost to grab the medical supplies, then come back here.”
“What about me?” Brooke asked.
“You are going back to the private property,” Hunter replied. “I don’t really trust anyone else with the responsibility. I want you to take two people for backup. Not Diane, though. With both of us out, you’re going to be in charge of security.”
“Can do,” Diane said.
“Mmm,” Brooke muttered.
She was frowning deeply at the map. He’d expected this reaction, but mostly he was curious to see how much she would argue with him, if at all. He’d noticed less outright hostility between her and Riley so far.
“All right,” she said at last. “I can do this. It’ll probably be a whole thing. We’ll be lucky if we can get back in two days.”
“I think you can. You know the way there, you’ve managed the terrain before, and you’ll be moving with a small group the first leg of the journey,” Hunter replied. “Just make sure you aren’t followed.”
“I know. I will.”
“Good. I know you can get this done.”
She simply offered a small, tight smile and nodded. But she looked anxious.
“Kiara, something I’d like you to start working on in earnest while we’re gone is putting together a map of the regions beyond the forest. We need to know what’s out there, what’s to expect,” he said.
“I can do that,” she replied. “We’ve got some knowledge. South and west are some plains, farmland mostly. Farther south is a mountain range that divides rabbit territory from tiger territory. I know there’s a few mines down there. And to the west is the coast, up against a large inland sea. North is mostly more plains and forests. Same for east.”
“Excellent. Another thing I want to tackle soon is I want to really form up the security force. We need a shooting range and a gym at the very least. We need to start training in shooting and hand-to-hand combat, survival tactics, weapon maintenance and repair, basic medicine. I can train everyone in this, but I’ll need the proper space for it.”
“Now that we have access to the database, we know what the rest of the Warren looks like,” Riley said.
“Right. Shit,” he muttered. “Another thing I need to ask about. What are we looking at?”
“There’s five more levels beneath us. Levels two, three, four, and five all all copies of each other. They’re essentially larger versions of what we’ve got up here,” Riley replied, pulling out her own tablet and cuing up a top-down view of one of the levels. “Each level has four apartment blocks, each block capable of housing up to a hundred people.
“The levels also come with an arboretum, a small park, a gym, a hydroponic garden, a medical clinic, a restaurant and recreational area, all of it built around a control core like this, but bigger. Each command module holds offices, security, a power core, oxygen purification, temperature control, and water purification. It looks like each level was made to be at least somewhat self-sustaining. However, they aren’t completely self-sustaining.”
“What does that mean, precisely?” Hunter asked.
“Each system relies on a core utility plant, all of which are down on the final level. And it looks like they are not online, nor can we bring them online,” Riley said, wincing slightly. “I was going to tell you today. We’ve been trying but something is blocking access.”
Hunter frowned deeply as he considered that. “What’s the likeliest problem?”
“Unfortunately, the problem is a blackbox because we don’t have the access codes to get into the more important systems. It could be anything. It could be simply that we can’t turn them on. It could be that they’re broken.”
“Great,” he muttered. “We’re going to have to cut into the lower levels sooner or later. So how long can we keep sustaining ourselves on this level?”
“Best estimate is one month,” Kiara said.
“But that will change as we find more people,” Riley said.
“Well, at least we won’t be completely fucked if we lose some of those systems. We aren’t going to suffocate because we can just open up the airlocks. We’ve got water access within walking distance. It won’t be pleasant, but we won’t die.” He considered it for a moment longer, then shook his head. “All right, this can wait, it doesn’t have a short fuse. We’ll go ahead as planned. Everyone go get ready, we’re heading out in fifteen minutes.”




CHAPTER 2
 
Hunter was almost to the airlock, kitted out and ready to go, when he spied Nicole nearby.
She was clearly waiting for him.
He felt a stab of guilt and headed over to her. She had come to see him for a stretch of time while he’d been laid up in the infirmary, and she had ridden him quite wonderfully.
“Hi,” she said shyly as he came to stand before her.
“Hello, Nicole,” he replied. He gave her a hug and a kiss and she returned them warmly and happily. “We’re going to spend some time together when I get the opportunity.”
“Oh! All right...I’d like that,” she said, her face a contradictory tempest of emotions.
“Me too.”
He kissed her once more, then gathered everyone in the airlock and cycled them through. A few moments later, they were all gathered outside of the cave in the pale gray sunlight.
It was cold now. He’d guess somewhere in the mid forties. Winter had to be close, and with it the promise of the first snowfall. Which was going to be a mixed blessing. Hopefully. Maybe it would just screw them over even harder.
Hunter went off with Brooke for a moment.
“She wants to join,” Brooke said as soon as they were alone.
“Nicole? Or Riley?” he asked, flicking a glance back to Riley, who he just caught trying to pretend like she wasn’t looking at them.
“Both, but I mean Nicole. I know things have been crazy, but we spoke. She’s been talking with all of us. She wants to be claimed by you, not just mated. You should make a decision, and soon. She’ll wait, probably for a long time, but it’s kind of torment to stay like that.”
Hunter considered it, but realized the moment he did that he’d probably been considering it somewhere in the background ever since they’d first made love. He liked Nicole. She was sweet, she was kind, she was smart.
He wanted her to join his group relationship, too.
“Yeah,” he said, “I’ll talk with her. I want to talk to the others first, just to be sure everyone’s happy with it. What about Diane?”
“Same, she’s just more reserved. But she wants in, too.”
“It’s going to get crowded.”
“Yeah, especially with Riley.” He looked at her. “Don’t act like you’re stupid. Or that I’m stupid. I know you haven’t rutted with her yet but you both want to pretty bad and she really likes you. She and Kiara have become friends already and pretty much anytime I’m in earshot, Riley’s asking about you or talking about you. Even if you don’t mate her, she wants in.”
“And how do you feel about that?”
Brooke sighed, pursing her lips. “My feelings are complicated but I won’t block it.”
“I’m not going to invite her in if it’s going to make you unhappy.”
“Hunter...I think I need to be unhappy for a little while about this. I mean, it’s going to happen, but I also think it needs to happen. I keep thinking about all the stuff you told me. It’s just really hard. But it’s not as hard as I thought it would be once I started, you know, talking to her. Or trying to. We haven’t really had a real conversation yet, but we’ve tried.”
“What do you make of her?”
“She’s...a lot like me,” Brooke said, grimacing a little. “And it kind of makes me sick. Not her, or anything about her, but about me. She didn’t fit in so she went to my people. I didn’t fit in, so I went to hers. And the idea that I tried to be like them...is really hard to think about.”
“I get that.”
She growled and shook her head, her ears flopping slightly. “I should get going. The sooner I do, the sooner I can get back.”
“Have you gotten your scan yet?”
She gave him a startled look, which quickly morphed into a guilty one. “Not yet.”
“When you’re ready. Although don’t leave it too long.”
“I know. I don’t even know why I haven’t yet. I keep putting it off, everything’s so busy, but that’s not why. I guess...I’m scared I’m not pregnant. That I won’t get pregnant.”
“Has there been anything to indicate that?”
“No, nothing like that. I should be able to. Just...I don’t know. I’m scared.”
He hugged her and she pushed her face into his chest. “I’m pretty sure you’ll get pregnant, Brooke. And if you aren’t yet, we can keep trying until you are.”
She laughed softly. “There is that.” She held him for a bit longer, then let go and stepped back. A coolness slipped over her. She was preparing herself to face the long road ahead. “I should go, though.”
“I know. Me too.” He looked down at the shotgun she had slung. “You run into any of those Trinkets, you run, okay? Don’t fight unless you absolutely have to. You catch a whiff, you run.”
“I still have my instincts, Hunter,” she replied. “And I’m in no hurry to fight one of those fucking things.”
He nodded. “All right, I just wanted to be sure.” He paused. “I love you.” He paused further, not wanting to be parted from her. “Good luck.”
She gave him a grim sort of smile. “Same to you, and I love you, too.”
And then she and the two she’d picked out were heading off to the east.
Hunter turned his attention back to his own group. He gathered them up and pointed them southwest and got to walking. His team ended up being Chloe, Riley, Wick, and Niko, the young lizard man who he’d had to go after when he’d first found the watchtower camp.
It seemed like him and Alice were a couple now. He was hoping that Niko was going to show the same grit Alice did when he’d taken her with the group up to salvage from the wolf den. Niko also now had the air of someone trying to make up for past indiscretion.
Hunter led the way once they found a trail that would take them most of the way to the medical outpost. He walked a little ahead with Chloe.
“Have you had anymore time to think on the Clockwork Trinket?” he asked.
“Yes,” she replied. “My examination of it showed–”
“Whoa wait, hold on. What examination?” he asked.
She looked away a little sheepishly. “When you were down, Brooke and Riley escorted me back to the den, to look at the body. I’m sorry, Hunter, I had to see it. And you were out of it, anyway.”
He sighed. Thought about it. Well, he couldn’t expect to do everything, and they did need to be self-reliant. And being self-reliant meant making choices.
“Fine,” he said. “What’d you find out?”
“Nothing good. I was only able to look at it for about fifteen minutes before Brooke got paranoid and made us leave. The Trinket...why do you call them that? Clockwork Trinket?”
“It’s just the phrase that came to me.”
“What does it mean?” she pressed.
“It means...I guess it might take a moment to explain. Clockwork means, like, mechanical. Gears. Machine parts. Early technology.”
“Right…”
“Trinket means...toy. Or ornament. Something of trivial or little value.”
“So, I understand the clockwork part. But why trinket?”
“Because...what was done to that man, it was like...he’s been reduced to nothing. Just spare parts. Just a meat shell propped up with machine parts. And...something else.”
“Oh. That makes sense, actually. But what else?”
He sighed. “When I passed out, I had some memory come back. I think it was from when I was still relatively early in my military career. Maybe a few years in. I was in a frozen forest with this other guy. He was older, higher rank. We had been ordered to find something, I’m not sure what. Intelligence, maybe. Or a downed probe? I’m not sure, it’s hazy. But he kinda weirded me out. He’d been doing it for longer than I have now...I think.
“We studied enemy patrols, then set some mines along their path. We waited. They came back. The mines went off. Their bodies were hit with ball bearings. These little metal balls. Just lit them up. Blood on the air like mist in a monsoon. All over the snow. We started searching for the intel. And he started prying teeth out of their bodies.”
“Why?” Chloe whispered.
“He wanted trophies. Proof of his kills. Or maybe some other reason, it’s hard to say. But he called them trinkets. The other soldiers, he said they were trinkets, like they weren’t even people. They were just walking talking clockwork trinkets to him, they had no value except for the pleasure he could gain from killing and hurting them. And...he was my ally, and they were my enemies, but it was all wrong...I don’t know. I’m still sorting through it.”
“I’m sorry, Hunter,” she murmured.
“It’s fine. It’s-it won’t distract me.”
“Hunter,” she said in a tone he couldn’t quite interpret. He looked over at her inquisitively. “Don’t hide from me. From us.”
“I’m not hiding.”
“You’re trying to. How you said that, you’re trying to hide. Hide your hurt. Believe me, I know about the instinct to hide the pain, especially from those you care about. You don’t want to burden them with looking after you. But looking after you is what your mates do. You can’t comfort Rain when she has a breakdown or Brooke when she’s forced to face her hatred or Kiara when she doesn’t know what to do and then not let any of us do the same thing for you.”
Hunter was quiet as they walked along the cold dirt trail as he digested that information. He wanted to argue, but what could he say?
She was right.
So that’s what he said.
“You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m scared of looking weak in front of, well...anyone. You all rely on me. You rely on me more than anyone else in the entire group. Your lives are in my hands, completely. If you think I’m weak or can’t handle it, morale will drop. And we need morale.”
“I know,” she said quietly. “We do, and you’re right. And I understand your logic. But that’s why you have these intimate relationships with us, with your mates. You must be strong outside, but when you are inside, with us, you can be weak. Everyone needs to be weak sometimes. Especially the strong.”
“...yeah,” he muttered. “I’m not really good with emotions, I think.”
“You seem pretty controlled.”
“I am, but it came at a cost. I control my emotions because I cut them down to size, I hid them, I smothered them, because I had to or I’d die. And now they’re damaged. Weaker. And now it’s even more complicated because of the memory loss. I thought it was pretty complete, but I guess not. I think a lot of it might still be swimming around somewhere in my head. And maybe it’ll come back in broken bits and pieces.”
“Whatever happens, Hunter, we will be here for you. You’re teaching us to be strong in ways that we couldn’t before, or didn’t understand how. But we’re getting stronger. When you need to fall, we will be there to catch you, and to hold it together when you recover. Like the past few days.”
He nodded, unsure of what words to say in response to that. This was a weird topic and it was making him feel strange. She was right, and he trusted her, trusted them all, but he didn’t really know how to handle it right now.
He realized they’d gotten off topic. “So, all that aside, the Trinket. What did it show you?”
“Right. The work on it isn’t as extensive as I would think would be necessary to reanimate a dead body. Most of the technology was embedded around its gut, along its spine, and inside the head. Or, at least, that’s what I could tell from the...remains.”
“Yeah, there were lights and wiring inside its brain.”
“Right, so that suggests to me genetic engineering. Something that reworks the body at a genetic level to make it easier to control...of course, this is purely theoretical. I’ve never seen anything like this.”
“Have you heard of anything like this?” he pressed.
“There’s always rumors in the medical industry. Military experiments. Scientific breakthroughs. Foreign governments doing illegal experimentation. Probably less than five percent of the rumors turn out to be true. Or perhaps more, they just successfully hid it. Bringing the dead back to life is an old, old idea.”
“Same for my people, I think. That thing surprised me, surprised the shit out of me, but it also seemed oddly familiar in concept.”
“Right. It’s a universal,” she paused, “multi-universal constant, I suppose. Bringing people back from beyond the threshold of death. Only I don’t think this was actual resurrection. I think this was just taking a corpse and shoving it full of technology until it functioned.”
“That was my impression. And hope. Do you know who could have technology like this?”
She sighed. “That’s the thing. I don’t know. The deer come to mind, but why would they do it? And here? And even then, this technology is beyond even what they were supposed to have. Some of the aquatic races always did seem more advanced when it come to medical technology. Perhaps one of them had some kind of breakthrough? I don’t know.”
“All right. How about weaknesses? Is there a more effective way to kill one than putting a shotgun in its mouth or hitting with a grenade?”
“I’m not sure yet. Perhaps a way to short-circuit the technology inside of it? But if the genetic engineering is extensive enough, it might be able to keep going even without the technology in some cases...hmm.”
“What?” She looked at him suddenly, her eyes wide. “What?”
“You have extensive genetic engineering. Could it have something to do you with your people? Could you not be the only one who came through?”
Hunter opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He had no idea.
“Maybe,” he muttered. “That’s something I haven’t really considered much. Fuck.”
“We didn’t see any indication of anything like that, but...obviously this has been going on for a while. This...operation, or whatever it is that’s created these things.”
“I have an impression of being the first...but that could be wrong. Or, shit, they could’ve been lying. Fuck, I don’t even remember my mission or how I was supposed to get back. This sucks. But we’ll handle it.”
“We’ll handle it,” Chloe agreed.
They fell silent and walked on.




CHAPTER 3
 
After a while, he had Chloe fall back and send Riley forward to join him at the front.
“What’s up?” she asked.
“How are you doing? I mean, how’s it been going with the Warren?” he replied.
“Surprisingly good. People are kind of weird around me still, but no one’s outright hostile towards me. People are suspicious and more than one person have said they just don’t want to talk to me, or can’t handle talking to me yet, which makes me feel like fucking shit for what the other wolves did to them. I’ve overheard some of the stories…”
“It’s bad,” Hunter agreed, “but that’s very encouraging.”
“Honestly, yeah. I was worried it was going to be a lot worse. I can handle uncomfortable. And I’m trying to be, uh...I guess, inviting or welcoming without trying too hard. Kiara has been really great.”
“Yeah, I notice you two seem to be friends.”
“We are...I think. It’s hard to tell with her, sometimes. She gets quiet and distant, but I can’t really tell if that’s because of who I am, or who she is.”
“I think it’s a combination, but mostly who she is. She has a lot of responsibility on her shoulders. She and Petra are basically running the Warren side of things. How are you and Petra?”
“I don’t know. We haven’t really talked. I mean, I don’t know if she’s avoiding me or just busy. She’s always talking with people.”
Hunter began to respond, but the wind changed and brought an unfamiliar scent to him. Only, no, not completely unfamiliar. He realized he’d smelt it mixed in with all the gunpowder and wolf on the night when they’d had to flee the ranger’s station.
Tigers.
He raised his fist and the moment he did, someone let out a deep roar ahead and to the right.
And then the bullets came.
“Down!” Hunter screamed as he snapped his assault rifle into play and emptied the magazine into the trees and foliage in that direction.
Several things happened at once and his mind chopped it up and processed it hard and fast.
Behind him, he sensed the others scrambling into cover. Beside him, Riley drew her SMG and leaped behind a tree. Ahead of him, to the left and the right he realized, were tigers. A squad. An ambush.
He was reminded eerily of the trinket memory.
But no time for that now.
While he was emptying the rifle single-handed into the right side of the trail, his left drew one of the grenades, thumbed the activation stud hard, and tossed it into the left side of the trail. He heard shouts and screams and the initial arcs of gunfire, which had come worryingly close to his head, cut off.
Hunter snapped on his heat vision without even realizing it and a dozen figures sprang into view. The grenade went off as he ducked down and slapped a fresh magazine into his assault rifle. Half of the figures vanished in a blooming flare of flame and shrapnel.
The others on the opposite side of the trail were recovering. Hunter dashed forward the same instant Riley opened fire from around the tree. That threw the recovering tigers off balance even further. She managed to catch one of them in the neck and sent him staggering back, a geyser of blood shooting from the wound.
Hunter snapped off a few shots, feeling a surge that was pure adrenaline and reflexive instinct and was deeply grateful he felt calm and confident out of his heightened state. He wasn’t nearly as quick, but that was fine.
The tigers were confused and off-kilter by the intensity and immediacy of the response to their poorly-executed ambush. Hunter’s shots found their mark twice and two burly men sporting big cat ears and camouflage vests slumped to the forest floor.
Three left standing now.
Hunter drew his pistol as he continued surging forward and put two rounds through the throat of one of them. He shifted aim and popped a shot right through another tiger’s forehead, then smoothly drew his combat knife and hurled it with perfect accuracy.
It snapped through the air and punched right through the lone survivor’s hand, nailing it to one of the trees.
Hunter skidded to a halt a few feet short of him and aimed the pistol in his face.
“Stay,” he said.
The tiger roared at him and went for his own pistol. Hunter popped off a shot and put another round through his free hand’s wrist, forcing him to drop the pistol he’d begun to draw. The tiger roared again and began trying to yank himself free.
Hunter growled, aimed, and fired four times in rapid succession. Once through each shoulder, once through each knee. The tiger screamed now and collapsed, one hand still held up by the knife.
“I said stay,” Hunter growled, and took a quick survey of the situation.
His people were together. He saw Riley behind the tree, Chloe, Wick, and Niko crouched together a bit farther back behind a large fallen log.
“Anyone hurt?! Sound off!” he called.
They each called back one by one in rapid succession, saying they were undamaged. Hunter continued his survey, keeping well aware of the panting, growling tiger ahead of him. He saw fourteen bodies along the ground around him and off to his left. Well, bits of bodies off to his left. None of them were moving, the heat already beginning to fade.
He returned his attention to the survivor and studied the competition.
It was immediately obvious that either the tigers were sending better soldiers than the wolves, or tigers were just generally bigger. They were all bigger, burlier, their muscles more cut. They all seemed taller, too, closer to his own height.
He saw orange eyes and dark orange skin with much darker orange stripes running down their limbs. Cat ears and a tail, which was currently thrashing.
The tiger was still trying to muster some strength.
“Are there others like you around?” Hunter asked.
The tiger looked up at him and spat out a phrase he didn’t understand, though he took its meaning. He took aim and fired another round into the tiger’s thigh. He roared in pain and fell back against the tree, ceasing his struggling, panting heavily now.
“Others like you, where are they?” he asked again, more firmly.
The tiger said something else he didn’t understand, but it sounded less like ‘go fuck yourself’. He cursed. “Anyone speak tiger!?” he called.
“I speak some,” Chloe called back.
“Okay, come on up here. Carefully. Need to do a little interrogation.”
A moment later, Chloe was tentative approaching from behind him. Hunter kept his gaze fixed firmly on the dying tiger.
Chloe gasped when she saw him. “I’m here,” she said softly.
“Ask him if there’s others like him around.”
Hunter listened to her hesitantly say something, and was shocked that he caught at least one of the words. The tiger bared bloody teeth at them. Big teeth, with obvious canines like the wolves. He spat a mouthful of blood at Hunter, getting some onto his boots. Hunter raised the pistol once more. The tiger’s resolve seemed to shake.
He looked down at himself, then growled and looked up at Hunter. Held his eyes with his own for a moment, then turned and looked off to his right. Hunter looked in the same direction. Up. He could see something through the canopy. The land rose swiftly in that direction, and through the branches he could just make out what looked like an observatory on a hillside.
“How many?” Hunter asked, looking back.
Chloe repeated his question in the tiger’s native language. The tiger let out a dark laugh and abruptly surged forward. He was off balance as the knife tore at his hand, but Hunter was ready for him anyway and shot him in the eye.
Chloe shrieked and fell back. Hunter reloaded his pistol.
“Sorry,” he said. “You all right?”
“I...will be,” she whispered, her voice trembling.
“Go on back with the others, I need to search them for supplies.”
“...okay.”
He watched her go back, wondering if she might faint, but she stay upright and went back to join the rest of their group. Hunter wished he could shield them more from it, from this side of the world of savagery and blood-soaked mayhem. But what could be done about it? Maybe someday things would be more reliably peaceful, but by then, they’d all have already had to deal with so much blood and bullets and bombs that the damage would be done.
Like the wolves, he found the tigers to be sparsely equipped. He wondered if it was a matter of low supplies or one of pride. He could very much see how it would appeal to them to go out into the wilderness, on the hunt, with as little as possible.
He policed up a pair of machine guns and all the ammo he could find. Only two of them had medical kits. He called the others up and equipped Riley and Niko with the bigger machine guns and several magazines of ammo.
“What now?” Riley asked as he began leading them away from the battle site.
“We keep going with the plan, but I’m going to make a detour,” Hunter replied.
“Detour where?” Niko asked uncertainly.
“There’s more of them up in that observatory,” he said, pointing. “I figure we can still get to the medical center and you all can take the time to see what’s on offer and prep the gear to move, and while you’re doing that, I can get to that observatory and kill everyone inside and maybe get an idea of their plans.”
“By yourself?!” Chloe cried softly.
“Yes. I’m not taking any of you with me for this. I’ll have a much better chance of pulling it off alone,” he replied. They looked at him uncertainly. “Trust me, I know how to pull a stealth job. I’ve had training to be quiet and quick.”
“What if something happens while you’re gone?”
“If something happens while I’m away, we’ll designate a fallback point that you’ll all run to and wait for me there. And if that doesn’t work for whatever reason, you’ll fall back to home. Carefully, though. Fast, obviously, but the goal is always the same: never lead anyone home. Besides, I shouldn’t be gone for that long. If I’ve got the map right in my head, I should be able to get to the observatory in maybe fifteen minutes, back in another fifteen. Probably an hour between there to figure out a way in and eliminate those inside.”
The others were silent and he could tell they didn’t at all like him leaving, but what choice did he have? This was too good an opportunity to learn more about this second enemy that was creeping towards them from a different direction.
“Who’s in charge while you’re gone?” Chloe asked finally.
“Riley,” he replied.




CHAPTER 4
 
They found the medical outpost fifteen minutes later.
The path ultimately ran near a neglected paved road with a lot of potholes. Hunter carefully checked the forest around them the whole way there and brought them to a halt in a dense pocket of dead bushes within sight of the outpost.
He crept forward and studied the building.
It looked untouched. It was a simple gray building with blue pluses painted on the side, between the windows. A squat, single-story structure of wood and brick. There were no vehicles in the parking lot. From what he could tell, there were no obvious signs of forced entry.
The place looked closed instead of abandoned.
Something felt off about that, but he supposed it would make enough sense that the staff holding down the fort would abandon their post the moment the apocalypse started. Probably rushing home to try and get to family and friends.
He wondered where they were now.
Hunter activated his heat vision and saw nothing inside. Not even the heat of machinery running. He cursed the Warren’s inadequate computational power. While he’d been down and out, Chloe had run every scan she could think of on his body. Or rather, ever scan available. The medical tech at the Warren was better than what they’d had back at the shelter, but not by much.
She hadn’t found anything beyond some anomalies in his head and his chest, their shape suggesting they were the tech half of his biotech. She had theorized that his use of his implants drew power from his body itself. From the electricity inside his brain, from his heart, perhaps even from the motion of his blood being pumped through his veins themselves.
Obviously, while this was an ingenious system, it carried risk. Namely that he’d drain himself of life energy trying to power his abilities. But now that he had a better idea of what that looked like, as he had drained himself during that bloody day, it apparently wouldn’t kill him.
Just make him pass out.
It still felt like playing with fire, but he was more comfortable using his abilities more freely now. Well, all of them but that big one. That one he’d keep tucked up his sleeve as an ace in the hole, only to be used in an emergency.
He was also starting to carry the wolf stimulants on him, as it had helped. Ideally, he would figure out some kind of cocktail of stimulants and healing accelerants that he could jab into himself in dire circumstances.
Definitely part of the reason he wanted into this place.
Hunter ghosted across the road and up to the building. His paranoia had not been satiated by his initial scan. He tried the front door and found it locked. Headed around back and found a rear entrance, found it locked, too.
He broke the lock and pushed the door in, finding himself in a small kitchenette. Moving swiftly, he cleared the building, room by room, and his hopes grew. He checked a small office, a pair of bathrooms connected to a shower area and a locker room. Four patient rooms. An operating room. A tiny break room and a small storage area. A waiting room/lobby. Another storage room.
The place was almost untouched.
It was clear that the staff had grabbed some of the supplies when they’d left however long ago, but not that much. Most of the cabinets and lockers and drawers were intact and full of medicine and medical supplies.
Hunter unlocked and opened the front door, then waved the others over.
“It’s pretty much fully stocked,” he said as they came inside.
“Thank goodness,” Chloe whispered, her relief immediate and obvious.
“I had to break the lock on the back door, so I rigged it with a chair, but keep that in mind,” Hunter said, taking a moment to go over his weapons one more time. “Riley’s in charge if it comes to an emergency, Chloe’s in charge otherwise.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Riley murmured uncomfortably.
“You handle violent emergencies better than anyone else,” Hunter replied, looking at Chloe, Wick, and Niko.
“Yep,” Wick said almost immediately.
“Yeah, I guess so,” Niko admitted.
“He’s right,” Chloe said, her voice all business. “We won’t take it personally. Although if I think you’re screwing up, I will step to you.”
“Okay, good,” Riley replied. “I think I can do it, but I don’t want you guys hating me or anything.”
“We’re in the field,” Hunter said as he slipped his pistol back into its holster and began looking over his assault rifle. “We don’t bullshit in the field. You got personal feelings, you stow them. You get the job done. You can settle up after if you need to.”
“He’s also right about that,” Chloe said. “But we don’t hate you, Riley. We’re just...getting used to you.”
“I have to go,” Hunter said. “Work fast but be thorough. Pack up everything you can. Find somewhere safe to hide the overflow, and I imagine there’s going to be a lot of overflow. We’re going to have to come back here with a bigger team, but we’ll have to do that anyway. And also, don’t completely empty this place. Chloe, I want you to put together a care package to leave here. This is going to be one of our emergency outposts. It’ll be a good stopping point during scouting trips. Now, any questions?”
There were none.
Hunter nodded and gave Chloe a kiss, then he was gone.
…
He didn’t like how good it felt to be alone again.
Alone on a mission to kill.
It didn’t just feel good, it felt familiar. Hauntingly, horrifyingly familiar. Hunter knew he liked to kill, he could taste it in his blood now, but that was a dangerous wolf to feed. And yet he had to keep feeding the ravenous bastard because there were so many sick fucks in desperate need of rapid onset lead poisoning around here.
It was freeing, moving through the almost dead forest.
The skeletal trees felt appropriate, welcoming even, as he ghosted through them, his eyes ever on the hillside observatory. He felt a memory surface as he looked up at it once again and caught it from a specific angle.
Somewhere in the murky past, perhaps his teenage years, going to such a place and gazing at the stars with a girl with red hair and freckles and skin as ghostly pale as the moonlight that painted his own distant landscapes.
He remembered how happy she was then, and had faint flashes of his own happiness as she pressed her nude, limber, sweat-slicked body against his own.
He wondered if he had been in love before now and surmised almost certainly.
Hunter consumed the distance between the medical outpost and the observatory in record time. He saw nothing alive but birds and beasts. Foxes ran through the underbrush. A trio of deer drank from the edge of a small pond. A pair of rabbits vanished in a flash when they sensed his presence. He smelled tigers, though.
Dead men.
As he reached the base of the hill and circled around it, looking for a less obvious way up than the switchbacked pathway, he wondered if he was wrong. Could they be here for another reason? Those tigers had attacked first, laid an ambush, but what if they thought they were wolves? What if it had been a misunderstanding?
Such things happened all the time in war.
And this wasn’t even war, it was just slaughter.
What if the tigers were here to fight the wolves and had no real business with the rabbits?
Regardless, he needed to get up there into that observatory. Maybe this would be a killing mission or maybe it would be an intelligence gathering mission. He knew now that he learned by listening. He was good at hiding, good at sneaking, he could infiltrate and listen for a while, pick up their language.
There.
He spotted what looked to be a kind of back deck, a rear entrance, some two hundred feet up, and the hillside on this end wasn’t so steep as to be innavigable. Hunter tried to get a check on the heat signatures, but he was too far away right now and he couldn’t figure out how to boost the range or even if he could.
He started climbing.
It was easy at first. He grabbed rocks, plants, whatever handholds he could find, and lifted his large frame up along the incline. He moved fast, his mind clear and quicksilver. He was doing not just what he had been trained extensively, exhaustively to do, but what he had done for years and years now. He didn’t know how old he was, but he had the idea he’d been doing this for at least a decade and a half. Maybe longer.
Could he be in his forties? Fifties? Older?
How much would this biotech extend his life? Would it make him look younger? Feel younger? Probably. He knew he had gotten the most advanced of it just before his jump to this place, his memories told him that much, but when had he gotten his first implant? First injection? These questions began haunting him as he climbed higher but it was easy to shove them aside and focus on the mission.
Halfway up, it got steeper, and harder. But he persisted.
He had such a pure and perfect motivation: the rabbit people. The lizard people. The innocent. His mates and those he had sworn to protect from a chaotic world gone mad with frenzied bloodlust. At one point, he grabbed for a solid-looking bush sticking out of the mud and it came out easily in his grasp once he pulled on it and he nearly tumbled all the way back down.
He managed to grasp a rock and that held and he took a moment to steady himself, then kept going.
Before long, he was coming up to the deck, which was wooden, soundly built, and jutting out over the edge.
He tried once more with his vision and suddenly saw two shapes come into view, big and brawny shapes with tails whipping back and forth. They stepped out onto the deck and Hunter froze, one hand resting on his assault rifle, prepared to execute them if necessary.
Two tigers came out onto the deck above him and began speaking. Well, this was a good opportunity. He listened. Time passed. They spoke more and he listened more. He began to pick up words and wondered how exactly that was working. It made more sense if he had reference or context for what they were saying, but they could be talking about anything.
Was the biotech guessing? If that was the case, he probably would be missing more words in his day-to-day dialogue with the others.
Questions for later, or never.
At one point their voices turned from casual to cruel, punctuated with sinister laughter. He wondered if perhaps he was painting his own prejudices onto them. They spoke more. He caught tiny bits of references to the forest around them. To the wolves. The weather.
He wondered, suddenly, if they had encountered any of the Trinkets.
Abruptly, they headed back inside. Hunter had more of their words, but had no real sense of what they were doing here or even the broader context of their conversation. He waited until they were gone, then hauled himself up onto the deck and took a quick assessment of what he could see inside.
Three story building, judging by the windows.
Fifteen targets inside, all of them looked to be tigers.
Fine then.
Hunter made sure his throwing knives were ready for throwing and wished he’d found a silencer among all the supplies at the wolf’s dens. Maybe the tigers would have one but he doubted it. He slipped inside and found himself in a short corridor that ended some twenty feet ahead and turned left and right into a T junction.
Doors to his left and right, but he was immediately hit by the scent of rabbit blood. Hunter felt that bad wolf stirring, baring its teeth and growling somewhere deep inside. Coming closer to the surface. Clawing to get out of its cave. He looked left and right at each of the doors.
The one to the right had blood on the handle.
Hunter stepped up to it. There were no heat signatures beyond, so he opened it. It was not locked. It opened easily.
It was dark. He slipped inside and turned on his nightvision.
The bad wolf ripped straight to the surface, snarling and snapping its jaws and he knew in that instant that he would not let one tiger leave this place.
He wasn’t sure what the room had been used for before, but now it served as a twisted morgue. Half a dozen dead rabbits hung from hooks shot into the ceiling, their wrists bound together with rough rope and hung on the hooks like meat in a freezer.
They were bloody.
They were beaten.
They were torn.
Hunter felt a black rage surfacing like a bloated corpse in a stagnant pit of dead waste. He felt his ability stirring alongside the wolf, like a war harness, but thought very firmly: No.
He didn’t need it. He could do this just fine on his own.
Hunter made double sure that none of them were still alive, in case he was missing something, but they were all still, all cold to the touch, all dead.
Tears of rage and sorrow and something much more primal and nameless burned in his eyes. He blinked and rubbed at them bitterly, then drew his combat knife and turned to study the location of the tigers through the walls.




CHAPTER 5
 
Hunter was a ghost.
Fury cold as space whispered through his veins as he slipped back out into the hallway. Fifteen targets. ten on this floor, the rest above him.
He adjusted his grip on the knife slightly and crept to the end of the hallway.
The first target was to his left, just coming out of what might be a bathroom. Hunter crept down the corridor, eating the distance between them in a scant few seconds, and came up behind him. One hand slipped firmly over his mouth while the other brought the knife tightly into his throat. The tiger struggled furiously as a spray of blood jettisoned along the corridor wall.
Hunter was already dragging him back towards the door he’d just come through. His struggles quickly grew weaker. As Hunter got his bulk through the door into what was indeed a bathroom, his hands slipped from Hunter’s arms and by the time he got him shoved into a stall, propped up on the toilet, his life had bled out of him.
Shutting the stall door quietly, he slipped back out and hunted his next target.
The left side continued and then turned into what was probably a larger room, likely the main ingress point of the observatory. There, half a dozen figures were gathered. He turned away and went back in the opposite direction. He could see three spaced out.
Perfect.
Hunter was a shadow as he moved down the hallway. He listened intently, hearing several of them talking elsewhere in the building, their voices loud and cruel. He would hunt and kill them in their own lair and there was nothing they could do to stop him.
He came to the first of three available doors before the corridor terminated in a left turn. It was mostly closed. One of the targets was inside, seated, facing away from him. Hunter gently pushed the door open. It was as silent as death, and so was he as he crept into a small room that had once been an office.
The tiger sat at the desk, looking out the window and eating something noisily. Hunter caught a whiff of rabbit blood and he leaped forward and jabbed the tip of his blade into the nape of the tiger’s neck. He went rigid, convulsed once, then died.
Hunter laid his head quietly down onto the desk, his face in a smear of blood, torn flesh, and the rabbit’s hand he had been chewing on.
It took all his willpower not to slam the fucker’s head repeatedly into the desk. Instead, he turned around and kept working.
The next door led to a storeroom that had been converted into a makeshift sleeping area. A handful of bedrolls were spread out wherever there was space. One tiger slept on his back, breathing loudly. Hunter got up to him and dropped into a crouch, raising his knife.
At the last second, the tiger’s eyes snapped open.
Hunter saw a flash of red, saw the dead faces of the hanging rabbits, and plunged the blade down directly through the tiger’s forehead. The blade stabbed into the monster’s brains and killed him in an instant. He thrashed, briefly, and then went slack. Ripping the blade back out, he kept going on his deadly patrol.
After dispatching the last of the loose tigers on the ground floor, Hunter located a narrow stairwell near the back of a large storeroom full of what looked to be gear to repair the telescope. He moved up it and came into a small break room.
He kept his movements slow and deliberate, making as little noise as possible. He listened to the tigers speak, their voices loud enough that they echoed throughout the building. He began picking up more words as he listened, but it still wasn’t much more than a handful. Maybe one of them spoke rabbit.
A thought occurred to him: he could talk with Riley as easily as he could the others. Were rabbit and wolf the same language? Probably. Or at least in this region.
Hunter kept hunting, the knife and his hand and forearm growing bloodier and bloodier with each kill. He cleared out the second story, finding another three there, lounging around or sleeping. He wasn’t seeing much in the way of tactical gear or intel.
On the third story he found the final two that were off on their own. One of them was actually seated at the telescope, looking through it and muttering to himself about something.
He stank of rabbit blood.
Hunter came up behind him and the moment he leaned back in the seat, apparently giving up on looking through the scope, Hunter slapped a hand over his forehead and brought his knife into the bastard’s right eye.
The tiger make a guttural sound in his throat, jerked once, and died.
Hunter waited, listening to see if any of those below had heard. The telescope’s seat was right next to a railing that looked straight down all the way to the lobby where the others were gathered. But they hadn’t heard anything. Two of them had started a fight and were wrestling around while the other four stood in a loose circle and watched, cheering occasionally.
Perfect.
Hunter felt his control slipping a notch as those bruised and bloodied faces came back to haunt him again.
The last tiger up here was secreted away near the back of the building. The door was closed all the way. Hunter crept up to it and listened closely, wondering what he was doing. The bastard was seated, probably at a desk. Was he eating? Hunter heard no eating sounds.
Fuck it.
He carefully twisted the knob and pushed the door in.
Another office, though this one looked more lived in at a glance. The tiger did indeed sit at a desk. Hunter saw something moving above the seated tiger and realized it was a reflection in the glass, his own. The tiger looked up and saw it too.
They moved at the same moment.
Hunter surged forward as the tiger stood up fast enough that the chair went flying behind him, right into Hunter. He stumbled and went crashing into the tiger, who had mostly gotten turned around to face him. They went down in a tangle of thrashing limbs, the tiger growling furiously. He was bigger than the others he’d seen so far, probably their pack leader.
He was strong.
Hunter found this out as one beefy fist got wrapped around his throat and gripped Hunter’s wrist, pressing his left arm against the floor. Hunter grabbed the tiger’s wrist and pressed his thumb hard into the nerve cluster there. The tiger growled and was forced to slowly release his grip. Right as he did, he tried to lean in and tear Hunter’s throat out with his teeth.
Hunter jerked his head forward and bashed the fucker right in the mouth, feeling bursts of pain blossom into existence as sharp teeth tore across his forehead. He ignored it and bashed him once more, then threw him off.
From there, it was a relatively quick matter to punch him twice in the face as hard as he could, then get a headlock on him and squeeze the fucker’s neck until he went slack. Hunter let him drop, breathing a little more heavily now as he listened to see if anyone was coming. But it sounded like they hadn’t heard that, either.
Hunter got to his feet and considered killing the alpha outright, but something stayed his hand. For a moment, he wasn’t sure what. But then a hole appeared in the cloud cover of bloodlust that had enshrouded his own personal horizon and he knew what.
Intel.
He took a quick look around and found a few pairs of cuffs among the tiger’s possessions. He cuffed his wrists behind his back and his ankles, then walked back to the balcony overlooking the lobby. They were still all down there.
Hunter pulled out one of his grenades, primed it, timed it, then dropped it so that it burst just before it hit the floor.
The tigers let out a chorus of screams as they vanished in a haze of flame, shrapnel, and bits of charred flesh.
He surveyed the damage. A few fires were burning now, and they would probably consume the place. Fine then. It would give him time and this place probably should burn anyway. It felt tainted by what had happened within it.
Hunter walked back to the alpha’s office and started looking around. A bed. A dresser. A lamp. The desk and the chair. The desk had a scattering of papers with words scrawled across it and what looked like a map. The dresser had military hardware on it.
He saw a pretty nasty-looking assault rifle with a big magazine and not just a bayonet, but blades attached to the sides as well. He picked it up and gave a few experimental swings with it, then chuckled darkly as he felt how well-balanced and smooth it was. He could probably do a lot of damage in the field when he needed to get up close and personal.
The tiger shifted. Hunter looked down. The alpha looked up at him with a bloodied face and a sneer. He said something that was probably: That’s mine.
“You speak rabbit?” Hunter replied.
A look of mild surprise came over his face. “Yes,” he grunted. “Who are you?”
“Hunter. Now, we’re going to keep this simple,” Hunter replied, setting the rifle back down and drawing his blade again. He dropped into a crouch beside the burly tiger and fought to keep his rage in check. It was coming back to the surface again. “I ask questions, you answer. If you don’t, I hurt you until you tell me what I want to know. Oh, and just so you know I’m serious:”
Hunter drove the blade a few inches into the alpha’s thigh. He bit back a bark of pain, baring his big, sharp teeth.
“Where are my men?” he growled when the worst of the pain had passed.
Hunter left the knife in, his grip firm.
“Dead. What are you doing in this region?”
“Killing rabbits,” he sneered, grinning a big feral grin.
Hunter yanked the blade down, tearing open a long wound in his thigh. The sneer vanished and the tiger screamed this time.
“And wolves?”
“And wolves,” he growled, panting, a little more serious now.
“Why?”
“Because they deserve it.”
Hunter twisted the knife. He roared.
“I said why.”
“I just told you!” he snapped, and Hunter could tell he was serious.
“What does that mean? What’s your goal? Just to kill them?”
“Kill the wolves, kill some rabbits, capture others. Take them back.”
“For what?” Hunter growled, resisting the overwhelming impulse to start smashing the fucker’s face in until there was nothing left but a smear on the floor.
“Labor. Prey runs. Slaves. Because they deserve it. Because they are weak.”
Christ, so it was just the same as the wolves. They were like two dogs fighting over a bone, ripping it apart.
Hunter felt his patience slip another notch and knew he was pretty close to losing it.
“I found the rabbits chained up downstairs. Why did you do it?”
Now the feral grin came back, bigger than ever. “They’re good sport.”
Hunter twisted the knife again and then stood up, yanking it out, listening to the monster curse and spit at him in his own native tongue. He looked back over to the dresser and saw a clear, unlabeled, wide-mouthed bottle that was still mostly full.
He grabbed it and sniffed. Something alcoholic.
Turning back, Hunter began emptying it all over the tiger’s body. He growled and cursed some more as the alcohol got into his open wound.
Grabbing him by the ankles, he began dragging him along the floor, back to the balcony overlooking the lobby.
“What are you doing!?” he snarled.
Hunter said nothing as he got to the balcony’s edge and threw him over, down onto the flames which had begun to consume the lobby. The tiger screamed all the way down, and then screamed much louder when he hit the floor and immediately caught aflame.
Hunter watched him thrash around furiously as the fire consumed his flesh and the meat beneath. He screamed for what seemed like a long time.
Silently, Hunter returned to the office. He began gathering up the documents.




CHAPTER 6
 
It didn’t occur to Hunter until he was most of the way back to the medical outpost that he hadn’t bothered asking about the Trinkets.
This realization cut both ways.
On the one hand, all his instincts told him the tigers had no knowledge of the Trinkets, let alone were behind them.
On the other hand, he could be wrong, and it didn’t really matter because he should have asked anyway. It was basically a zero cost gamble. It proved to him that he was letting his instincts get too much of a stranglehold on him.
Very bad in his line of work.
Especially now that so much more was on the line than simply his life.
Hunter had mostly chilled himself back out to acceptable levels by the time he knocked on the front door in their code. It opened up a moment later and Riley appeared. She paled a little when she saw him.
“Oh wow,” she murmured, stepping back and granting him access. “I...see you found some tigers.”
“Yeah,” he replied, “they’re dead now.”
Hunter had decided not to tell them about the rabbits.
“Are you hurt?” she asked, closing and locking the entrance.
“No, I’m fine. Can you read tiger?” he asked, walking over to the reception desk and digging the documents out of his pack.
“Some, yeah.”
“What happened?” Chloe asked, appearing from a side room. “Oh wow, that’s a lot of blood.”
“It’s not mine,” Hunter replied. “If you can read tiger, look at these. There was a detachment of tigers holed up there in the observatory. I found this in the alpha’s office. Some of these are maps, but nothing looks too familiar. I can’t make heads or tails of the rest.”
“I’ll see what I can figure out,” Riley said.
“I can read a little tiger,” Chloe murmured.
“Did you finish packing?” he asked.
“Yes. We have our gear ready to go and the others are finishing securing the rest.”
“Did we get any seriously good finds?”
“Yes. We found operating equipment, which is really important. We found some pretty crucial spare parts for the medical technology we’ll be most frequently using. We found a shitload of antibiotics, which we’ll definitely need.”
“Perfect. Okay, uh, see what you can make of these documents and then make sure everything’s secured. We’re leaving in ten minutes.”
“All right...did you find out why they’re here?” Chloe asked hesitantly.
He sighed. “Yeah. Same reason as the wolves.”
“Great,” Riley muttered darkly, her ears flattening as she continued scrutinizing the documents.
“Yeah. We’ll fight them, too,” Hunter replied. “I’m going to check the perimeter.”
He first stepped into the nearest bathroom and took a moment to clean himself up, pausing to look at himself in the mirror. He looked insane. Dangerous. Unstable. Blood was smeared across his face in a mask of horror and death. His neck and chest and shoulders, too. His hands. He cleaned himself up as best he could, at least getting it off his face.
He knew it bothered them and kind of wished it bothered him more.
Once he was clean, Hunter headed back outside and took a deep breath. He held it for a long moment, then let it out. This was becoming a lot. Wolves from the north, tigers from the south, Trinkets hunting them from fucking God knew where.
And that wasn’t even counting the fact that winter was nearly there.
Or the fact that there were almost certainly at least a few of the clockwork motherfuckers actually inside of his home base. Which was broken.
Shit.
He took a walk around the perimeter of the outpost, trying to cool off. He could feel his blood boiling with rage somewhere below the surface, like an immense submerged motor, threatening to rip loose of its moorings.
This was the ugly side of instinct.
This was instinct unchecked.
It brought to mind that old saying of taking care not to become the monsters you were killing in the act of doing so. It was easy to think that you wouldn’t, that of course you wouldn’t, because you were the right one, you were the one doing it for the right cause. And that’s what made it so easy to fade into evil, drift into the dark, choppy waters of blood-soaked madness and never come back.
Hell, if anything, it was even more dangerous if you were actually on the right side, like he was right now. He knew in his soul protecting the innocent was the right thing to do.
When you knew in your soul that you were doing the right thing, it made justifying anything so much easier.
He wondered how many of them had doubt eating away at them as they slaughtered and captured the rabbits. Wondered how many of them knew what they were doing was wrong. Wondered how many of them told themselves this was just ‘temporary pain’.
How had it started?
Because no one just jumped straight to snagging a gun and a blade and slaughtering people. But he already knew that answer. Propaganda. Lies that told you what you wanted to hear, with some truth sprinkled in.
The best lies held the most truth.
Hunter sighed and shook his head. Did it matter? They were past the point of no return now. The wolves had committed atrocities already. And it didn’t look like they were going to let up anytime soon. What was really killing him was how much was probably happening right now, right this very minute, in the forest, within walking distance.
What horrors were they committing?
He had to stop them.
Hunter finished his sweep of the perimeter, finding nothing. But he had a clearer head by the time he came back into the lobby.
“Anything?” he asked.
Wick and Niko had joined them by then, standing somewhat awkwardly to one side with their packs on.
“A little,” Riley replied. “I think this is a rough sketch of their plan to siphon off prisoners down to the south.”
“This map looks vaguely familiar,” Chloe said. “Kiara would know more, but I think this is a basin at the base of the mountains there. It looks like they might have a few outposts there. If I recall, there was a small trading settlement and a cargo offloading settlement–both owned by tigers–somewhere around there.”
“All right,” Hunter said, gathering the documents back up and slipping them back into a protected compartment within his pack, “we’ll deal with that later. For now, let’s hit the Burrow, check it out, and then get back. We’ve got a lot to do. Although really quick, show me where you stowed the supplies.”
Chloe nodded and took him back to one of the patient rooms. She pulled the bed out and he saw that there was a pretty well-hidden compartment built into the floor.
“Why is this here?” he asked, opening it up for a moment, then securing it again.
“Rabbits habitually have hiding spots. It’s part of our genetic makeup. It’s so common that we tend to just build it into our architecture,” Chloe replied.
“Interesting.”
They shoved the bed back into place, then headed out.
…
“Are you all right?” Chloe asked.
They’d been walking for almost twenty minutes now. He had set a brisk pace.
Hunter suppressed the urge to curse. He thought he’d done a decent job of fortifying his shitty mood but he had evidently underestimated Chloe’s attention to detail yet again. He still didn’t want to tell her about the dead rabbits up there.
“I’m worried about Brooke,” he said, and it wasn’t actually a lie.
It seemed to work, at least.
“She’s tougher than she thinks she is,” Chloe replied. “I think she’s finally realizing that. When she found us in Nym when everything was going down, she was pretty levelheaded. She got us out of there and found that shelter. I thought she didn’t have any doubts, any fear really, but then you showed up and I think it shook her confidence.”
“I wish it hadn’t,” he muttered.
“I know, so do I. But you were an unknown, and even though she chose to save you, once she saw you move...well, it became obvious to her immediately that if you wanted to kill all of us, there was realistically not much she could do about it. But now she’s in love with you and she feels safe around you in a way she has around no one else in her life. And now her confidence has returned.”
“I just hope it’s enough.”
Chloe began to respond but they both responded to the sound of dead leaves shifting underfoot somewhere to the right. He immediately raised his fist and then snapped his new assault rifle into play, taking a few steps closer to the trees alongside the path they were following. He had seen movement, quick movement.
He smelled nothing but the wind wasn’t in his favor. The others were hiding behind trees now.
“Identify yourself!” Hunter snapped.
The land dipped about twenty feet to the right and he thought someone or maybe a few someones were hiding down there, just out of sight.
“Now! If I have to come over there no one’s going to be happy!” he snapped.
“O-okay! We’re coming out!” a voice stuttered, and he relaxed immediately.
It was a rabbit.
Two heads poked up cautiously from right around where he’d been aiming and he lowered his weapon when their eyes widened and they froze in place.
“It’s okay, we’re friendly to rabbits,” he said. “Chloe.”
She nodded and stepped back up next to him, making herself plainly visible for the two terrified rabbits.
“You can come out, we’re safe, we’ll help you,” she said.
Their terror changed to relief immediately. They finished coming up out of their hiding spot and Hunter took a measure of them as they approached. It was obvious they had been surviving out in the woods for some time. Their hair was a mess and tangled with leaves and twigs, their clothes were torn and stained, they had bags under their eyes and their ears were drooping down.
They looked to be somewhere in their thirties, the man towards the late end, the woman towards the early end.
“I recognize them,” Chloe whispered, suddenly excited. “I saw personnel files at the outpost, they worked there!”
“You doctors?” Hunter asked as they closed the gap between them.
“Yes,” the man replied, nodding tiredly. “We were working at an emergency medical complex when the war broke out...what are you?” he asked suddenly, scrutinizing Hunter.
The woman sighed heavily. “Kenneth. I know it’s your default position, but try not to be an ass. Sorry, I’m Amber.”
“I just-I mean, look at him!”
“Genetically enhanced super soldier,” Hunter replied with a practiced ease at this point. “I’m Hunter. This is Chloe.”
“Genetically…” Kenneth began to reply, then he sniffed the air and his eyes widened. “Wolf!” he snapped, looking around frantically.
“Relax,” Hunter said. “We have a friendly wolf with us.”
“There are no friendly wolves!” Kenneth snapped.
“Kenneth,” Amber growled and kicked his leg. “You have to stop shitting your pants every time you think something is going wrong.” She sighed and rubbed at one eye. “Sorry, we’ve been through a lot.”
“Are there others?” Hunter asked, motioning for the rest to come out.
Both rabbits looked at Riley immediately, who hung back awkwardly and couldn’t quite meet their eyes.
“She’s friendly,” Hunter said, then stepped a little closer. “We’re on a timeline and this is dangerous territory: are there others?”
Something in his stern tone seemed to ground and focus them.
“No,” Amber said. “It’s just us. The others ran off. We, uh...we’re pretty low on food and we don’t have any weapons. Can you help us?”
“Yes,” Hunter replied. “You’re familiar with the Warren?”
“Yes!” Kenneth said immediately, his excitement plain. “Are you from the Warren? You know where it is!?”
“Technically yes and yes,” Hunter replied.
“Technically?” Amber asked.
“We’ll catch you up to speed but we need to walk and talk. We’re scouting out a location not far from here. Here, Chloe, get them something to eat and drink. You come with us to this location, wait while we check it out, then we’ll take you back to the Warren. What are your skills?” he asked.
“I’m a doctor,” Kenneth replied quickly. “I have a lot of medical knowledge and experience. I can be very useful.”
“I’m a surgeon,” Amber said.
“Oh, thank goodness,” Chloe muttered as she passed them some canteens.
“You don’t have surgeons at the Warren?” Amber asked cautiously.
“No. It’s not a good situation there, but it will keep you safe,” she replied.
“Come on, we need to keep moving,” Hunter pressed.
Once they had their own canteens and some protein bars and began ravenously tearing into them, the two doctors joined their group and they continued heading south, filling them in on everything that had happened so far.




CHAPTER 7
 
Hunter found his mood brightening as they closed in on the Burrow.
Two doctors, one of them a goddamned surgeon, was a big win. So far, they were all in more or less good health, (their knife wound victim was recovering well), but he knew it was only a matter of time before something went seriously wrong.
Speaking of which…
“Hey, got an uncomfortable question,” Hunter said as he fell back a little and came to walk beside the pair of doctors.
“Okay…” Amber replied cautiously.
He’d left out mentions of the Trinkets so far.
“Have you come across any, uh...people or corpses with machine parts attached to them or implanted within them? It’d be very obvious.”
They looked at each other uncertainly, then at him, like they were trying to judge if he was fucking with them or not.
“What the fuck?” Kenneth asked.
Amber sighed. “No, we haven’t seen anything like that. Why?”
“Because they’re out there. Someone’s been grabbing people, rabbits so far, and killing them and then implanting and grafting technology into and onto them and using them as killing machines.”
“...you are absolutely fucking with me right now,” Kenneth muttered, but his eyes said that he believed it, much as he might not want to.
“I wish I was. They’re hard to kill. We’ve only actually encountered two of them, and one of them I didn’t even see. I just knew it was there, out of sight, hiding in a cave. But I for sure fought and killed one of them.”
“I...don’t even know what to say to this,” Amber murmured. “Implanted? Technology? You mean like wires and metal?”
“Yes,” he replied.
“How do you know it wasn’t just...someone’s insane-ass science experiment?” Kenneth asked hopefully.
“For one, this was way too effective of a killing machine to be some one-off science experiment. For two, I know for a fact that the wolves have been running into them, too. And getting their asses kicked.”
“Well, at least something good came of it,” Amber muttered. “But no, we haven’t encountered or even heard of anything like that. How could it even be possible? I mean we have technological organs at this point, but they’re absolute bleeding edge tech...for us at least…”
“You thinking deer tech?” he asked.
“Yes. Maybe. They’re supposed to be the most advanced in the world. But I keep up with what they’re capable of, or I try to anyway, they’re very secretive, but nothing like that has been hinted at.”
“If I got my hands on one, could you study it? Would you?”
“I would,” Amber replied immediately.
“Fuck no,” Kenneth growled.
“We need information if we’re going to survive this insanity. And...one or more of them might be inside of the Warren.”
“Okay, ex-fucking-cuse me!?” Kenneth snapped, coming to a halt.
Hunter sighed and stopped, turning around to face him, feeling his patience starting to wear thin despite his better mood. “We only have access to the top floor of the Warren right now, the lower floors are locked down. There’s evidence that something strong tried to beat its way through a door to get into the first floor. The only thing that could have done that that we know of is one of these things. Maybe they left, maybe they’re still there, but we haven’t heard anything since.”
“And you expect us to go inside there?” he asked incredulously. “There is no way–”
Hunter felt his patience slip another notch and took a step closer to the doctor. “Get it straight, doc,” he growled, his voice low, holding the man’s eyes with his own, “this is the end of your world. If you want to survive it, you’re going to have to make some hard choices and put up with some bullshit that you don’t like. So you can either get with the program and fall in line and survive in the Warren with us, or you can keep taking your chances out here, but I don’t have time to hold your hand. You in or you out?”
Kenneth was as still as a statue and everyone had stopped now and was watching them.
“I, uh...I’m in,” he managed.
“Fine. Just make sure to keep your head in the game because people are dying out here, your people, and we are going to need every scrap of help we can get.”
With that, he turned around and kept walking. The others hurried to join him.
“That was a little harsh, don’t you think?” Chloe murmured as she came up alongside him.
“Yes, but I’ve seen his type before. Coping with insanity through humor is one thing, but he still doesn’t fully grasp what’s happening and he needs someone to grab him and yank him a little farther down that particular timeline or he’s going to end up dead and we need him so I yanked.”
“Fair enough.”
“Was I wrong?” he asked after a moment.
“Not...quite. But maybe soften your approach a little. You have to remember, we aren’t like you, Hunter. Not even Riley is like you. Don’t get me wrong, we appreciate your position and everything you’re doing for us, it’s just...this is stressful for us in a way that I think isn’t stressful for you.”
He considered that. She had a point.
“All right,” he said. He paused as he spied a particular tree up ahead, rising above the rest. “Wick? That the tree?”
“Yes,” Wick replied.
“All right, come on, let’s hoof it,” he said, picking up the pace.
They came to the tree and broke left, walking past it until they came to a dirt path that was just big enough to admit vehicles. He studied it for signs of tracks, but it was clear no vehicles had been through here in a long time. They followed the dirt path for another hundred meters and came to a clearing big enough to hold a dozen vehicles.
Again, no signs of life.
From there, they followed a barely perceptible path east through a bramble of dense bushes. He imagined it would create a kind of natural tunnel of green life during spring and summer. It twisted and turned and seemed to dance between being natural and something crafted. It terminated abruptly and opened up into a much larger clearing.
Hunter had them wait by the threshold and headed into the area beyond with his pistol drawn. The area had a basic shape of two rough circles overlapping. Immediately he could see the appeal of such a place. The trees all around them were tightly packed, providing a kind of natural wall. They were also old and huge, their branches reached up and out so much that they provided a dense canopy, almost a natural roof through which cold sunlight now spilled.
There were signs of more permanent habitation. A couple of brick and stone ovens had been constructed. There were some wooden picnic tables spread about. There were some lines of stones that had been arranged as to divide up space in the clearings. He moved through the first open space and into the next, checking the sides and focusing on the rock sheer that divided the eastern edge of the Burrow.
It had a big hollowed out base that went up some twenty feet, the wall itself going up probably fifty feet. It extended back about seventy feet, providing a lot of open space within its hollow. He saw a pair of openings in the cliff to either side of the open space and checked each of them out. They led to small caves that likely served as bathrooms or maybe storage areas. One held a table and the other had some basic hooks banged into the rock, holding up cabling and an old, dead lantern. Coming back out, he took another look around with a less tactical eye.
There was the waterfall, there was a stream. This place definitely would be a great secondary site they could flee to. It’d be a bit of a pain to set up here, especially with winter coming on, but it could be done, and it would be good training for them.
“All right, come in,” Hunter called, sure they were clear now.
He watched the others come into the clearing and begin spreading out, investigating and talking to each other excitedly.
Riley hung back, looking vaguely awkward.
He joined her. “How you feeling?”
“All right,” she murmured.
“You aren’t feeling all right.”
She sighed. “It’s just...I’m still getting used to people reacting poorly to me. Honestly, everyone in the Warren has been a lot better than I was hoping for. I’m just sad that this is going to be the norm. Every time someone new sees me, they all react the same way. And I mean I get it, I just hate it.”
“I’m sorry, Riley,” he replied. He wasn’t sure what to say. A thought sparked after a moment, but he had no idea if it would be the right or wrong thing to say. He decided to go for it. “Um...I don’t know if it helps, but we’ve basically got clearance to rut.”
Her ears perked up and she looked at him. “Really?”
“Yeah.”
She laughed awkwardly and actually blushed. “Well...good. That does help.”
“Good.”
“When?”
“When we get back to the Warren?”
“All right.” She shifted on her feet. “Um...can we start heading back maybe?”
He laughed. “That eager?”
“Yes, I’m fucking eager. I tried to have you mount me the first night.”
“So is that how you want it?” Hunter asked, stepping a bit closer and settling a hand on her fit, firm, jeans-clad ass. “From behind?”
“...yes,” she managed, then cleared her throat. “This is how I would want it.”
“I think I can manage…”
He hesitated as his instincts began speaking to him. Something was wrong. A silence had fallen over the area. The insects had stopped, the birds had ceased chirping. He caught some distant movement between some trees and saw a deer racing away.
“Shit,” he said, grasping his new machine gun.
“What is it?” Riley whispered.
“Something bad.” Hunter let out a short, sharp whistle, gathering the others’ attention. He gestured urgently at them to join him. He had an idea of what might be coming but maybe they could get out of here before it got here.
He became aware of a ticking sound.
Shit. Apparently not.
He gestured again, giving them the hide motion, pointing to the cave. The sound was coming from the way they’d entered through.
“Get back with them, now,” he said.
Riley lingered only a second, then shot off towards them as they skidded to a halt and began running in the other direction.
Shit, shit, shit.
Hunter hustled back towards the entrance path and then skidded to a halt when he saw it step into view: another Clockwork Trinket.
This one was a wolf.
Tall and made of ropy muscle, the remnants of a forest camo uniform clung to its body. This one was missing more flesh. Wires ran along its right arm in a confusing mesh, culminating in what looked like a broad-bore gun where its hand should be.
Eyes of flashing neon blue stared at him as it advanced.
The Trinket raised the gun-arm.
“Nope,” Hunter said.
He snapped his own machine gun into play and opened fire. He hosed the motherfucker down, emptying the whole big magazine into it as he marched forward, spraying the fire into its chest and its head as much as he could as the big gun rattled furiously in his hands.
The Trinket was driven backwards several stuttering steps by the sheer force of the lead onslaught. As the machine gun ran dry and he slapped a fresh mag in, the Trinket toppled over backwards. He kept it covered as he cautiously approached. The thing twitched a few more times, sparks and blood and oil spilling out.
The stench was horrendous.
It froze up and remained still as he approached. Hunter stared in fascinated horror at the contraption. Most of its face was gone, little more than chewed up meat and dented metal and charred bone. He’d exposed a lot of its chest cavity and the inside of its skull. He frowned at what he saw there. The chest was full of metal, and the brain was shockingly intact. It seemed like it had been protected by an awesomely hard head or something else he couldn’t see.
God, had they somehow reinforced its skull–
The thing’s feet abruptly shot up and kicked him in the chest. Hunter let out a wheezing shout of pure shock as he was picked up and thrown probably twenty feet through the air. He grunted, the breath driven from his lungs as he hit the hard packed-dirt ground and rolled.
“Hunter!” Chloe shrieked.
Gasping, he staggered to his feet. His gun had been thrown from his hands. The Trinket was back on its feet now, too. How in the fuck was it doing this with its goddamned brain exposed!? Fighting to get his focus back, he drew his pistol and opened fire.
It was coming for him now, fast as fuck.
Its heavy feet sent up plumes of dirt as it rocketed towards him. He kept firing, aiming for its exposed brain.
As it drew within perhaps six feet of him, he landed two quick shots into the gray meat and that finally seemed to do the trick. Hunter stepped aside as he reloaded and gave the creature a wide berth as it toppled over, carried by its momentum along the ground much as he had been just a few seconds ago.
It came to a halt, spat out a huge spray of sparks, and then became still again. Hunter walked up to it, kept a safe distance, and put six more shots into its brain. He waited, then put another two, then waited for a full minute.
Nothing happened.
“All right,” he called, “come out. Hurry.”
The others cautiously emerged from their hiding spot in one of the smaller caves. They were all staring with wide, horrified eyes.
“Over here, hurry up,” he said. “We need to get going.”
They reluctantly joined him by the body, not taking their eyes from it.
“Holy fucking fuck, you weren’t kidding,” Amber whispered.
“Okay, we’ve seen it, can we go now?” Kenneth asked anxiously.
“I’m never going to get used to these things,” Chloe whispered.
“We’re heading back to the medical outpost,” Hunter said, looking around. He spotted his rifle, jogged over, scooped it up, and jogged back. “Riley, here, hold this.”
He extended a thick, sturdy bayonet on the front of his gun and rested it against the Trinket’s wrist, just below where the gun barrel was. She crouched, reluctantly taking up holding the rifle. Hunter raised his boot and brought it down hard on the top of the bayonet, severing the gun barrel in a spray of sparks and bloody oil.
“What the fuck are you doing!?” Kenneth demanded.
“Disarming it, we’re taking this fucking thing with us.”




CHAPTER 8
 
“All right,” Hunter grunted as he tossed the Trinket corpse down onto the examination table with a heavy bang, “start studying. You’ve got half an hour.”
Amber and Chloe stepped forward without a word, each wielding a medical tool. Kenneth leaped on the opportunity to run the table, getting it fired up and running a scan.
“Riley,” he said, “will you patrol out there?”
“On it,” she replied and vanished.
She seemed very eager to get the hell away from this thing. Hunter looked back at Wick and Niko, who were hanging out in the main lobby, staring unhappily through the open door.
“Why don’t you two get to work on loading up on supplies?” he suggested.
They both nodded and vanished, too.
“This thing fucking stinks!” Kenneth complained again.
“Yeah, imagine how I felt carrying the fucker,” Hunter muttered as he walked over to the sink and started washing his hands. “Man, I hate these things.”
“This is fascinating,” Chloe whispered. He glanced over. She had cut open a long incision along the arm and was peeling back some skin with a retraction clamp. “There’s wiring in here...it almost looks like it was threaded and then woven into the meat. I don’t even understand how…”
“I wish you could have saved more of its brain,” Amber murmured, wincing behind the surgical mask she’d put on.
“Yeah, well, we’d be dead if I had,” Hunter replied.
The thing hadn’t twitched once as he’d dragged it by its feet through the forest, but he’d been expecting it the whole walk back.
“There is that,” she muttered. “But what’s left...there’s a lot of tech implanted directly into the brain. I’m curious how they managed to get it inside. What’s left of the skull seems otherwise intact.”
Hunter thought about it as he scrubbed the awful smell off his hands. “Maybe it’s like outer space,” he said finally.
“...what? Outer space?” Chloe asked uncertainly.
“It’s completely impractical to build stuff whole first and then bring it up to space. It makes way more sense to put all the stuff you need in packages, shoot it up into space, and then build it up there. Maybe they did something similar?”
“That’s not a bad idea, but how?” Amber asked.
“Tiny robots?” he asked. “Remote controlled? Or programmed? Or maybe they figured out how to make really tiny little holes in the skull? Thinking about what you just said about threading, maybe they punched a tiny hole in the skull and threaded material in through a tube? I don’t know, I’m just spitballing here.”
“That’s possible, I suppose…” Amber replied, but she sounded dubious.
Hunter fell silent as he finished it up.
“Whoa…” Kenneth muttered.
“What you got?” Hunter asked immediately.
“Just, there’s a lot of tech showing up. A lot of implants. But it also looks so...I don’t know, haphazard? It seems kind of random. But the muscles are pretty jacked up. I think that’s why there’s so many holes in the flesh, it’s the muscles being worked beyond their capacity and bursting through the skin. Fucking shit, if I wasn’t seeing this with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe it in a million years.”
“Look for weaknesses,” Hunter instructed, leaning against the counter and keeping his weapon on hand, ready to pump it full of even more lead if necessary. “We need to know how to kill them faster.”
“I’ll see what I can find, but I have concerns about that,” Chloe said.
“What concerns?” he asked.
“Based on everything I’m seeing here and the little I saw of the last one, there seems to be almost nothing the way of uniformity between them. This has much more technology inside of it, unless I just missed it all in the last one. I suppose that’s possible, but they seem so very different. You wouldn’t expect this much variety between just two.”
“I was thinking the same thing,” Hunter said unhappily.
“What does that mean?” Amber asked unhappily as she grabbed another medical tool from her kit and went digging around in the brain.
“I’m not sure. Could be that it needs to be this way, that making a...meat-puppet varies from person to person. Or species. Or could be done on purpose specifically because variety makes them deadlier. Or...could be something else, I guess.”
“If we could get this back to the Warren, we could probably run much more–” Chloe began, but Hunter cut in.
“Absolutely not,” he said firmly.
She looked up. “Why? It seems pretty dead.”
“We have no idea what kind of tracking devices might be built into it. Or failsafes. What if it blows up? Or releases something deadly?”
She looked back down in horror. “...oh. That’s a very good point.”
“See what technology you can dig out of there, though. We’ll shove it in a biohazard container and then bury it somewhere along the way, then Riley can take the opportunity to study it later,” Hunter said. “Anything we can learn will be useful. Hopefully.”
They nodded and got back to work.
…
Their half an hour came and went.
Riley encountered no one and they managed to pry out a decent amount of spare parts from the mutilated nightmare. Otherwise, they didn’t learn anything particularly useful, save that from what they could see, the interior of the skull had been coated in some kind of hardening substance. Which explained why it had taken so much to bring it down.
Which meant that Hunter now had another thing to worry about.
After some debate, he ultimately decided to drag it out back and toss it down a ravine Amber told them about. He had no idea what the people behind the creation of these things knew already, but he didn’t intend to make it any easier for them to learn more.
Riley looked over some of the tech bits as they hurried home after loading up on medical supplies. When they reached a distinctive-looking spot, Hunter grabbed a small shovel he’d found among the survival gear at the wolf den, dug a hole, and buried it.
“What are your thoughts?” he asked once they got moving again.
“That tech looks really weird. I don’t really recognize those parts,” she replied, clearly shaken. “I don’t know what most of them are meant to even do. I thought I would have recognized something, but no, it was just a mystery. I’m curious to know what the full scan said.”
“Do you think you could figure out more if you had more time?” he asked.
“Probably...well, maybe. If I could come back here with some more tools and set up a little workstation, maybe get a portable scanner, yeah I think I could figure out some shit.”
“All right. We’ll make that happen...you doing all right?” he asked.
“Yeah. Well, maybe. I don’t know.” She sighed. “That thing freaked the shit out of me.”
“It’s pretty horrifying,” he agreed.
“It’s so...unnatural.” She shuddered. “How are we supposed to fight them? I mean, you managed to kill two of them, but even you are having trouble with them.”
“Shooting the shit out of them seems to work,” he replied uneasily. “But even that seems like a bit of a crapshoot. Uh, a bit uncertain. That’s why I’m so desperate to find more data on these monsters. Faster we can kill them, the better.”
“Yeah...uh, can we, uh...you know? Spend some time together?” Riley asked, hitting the back of his thighs with her tail as they came in sight of the Warren’s hidden entrance. “To help take my mind off of it?”
“Yes,” he replied, reaching out a grasping a handful of her fit ass. He gave her a squeeze and she let out an awkward, excited giggle.
He laughed as he led the group into the cave. They transitioned through the airlock and brought everyone into the Warren. He instructed Chloe to get Amber and Kenneth settled in, released Wick and Niko from responsibility for the time being, and then brought Riley before his shared quarters.
“Lemme deal with some stuff really quick,” he said. “And, uh…” He paused as he caught sight of Nicole coming out of her bedroom. Shit, he had promised her some attention, too. “Would you be down to be watched rutting? And to watch some after?”
“With her?” Riley asked, following his gaze. Nicole had stopped, talking with Diane. “Which one?”
“The blonde.”
“Hmm…”
“You don’t have to but I think maybe it’ll help facilitate bonding.”
She looked at him with a big smirk. “Are you just saying that because you want two girls in the room?”
“I mean that’s not the only reason…”
“You know what? You’re on. But I get to go first, then she can have what’s left when I’m done with you.”
“Uh-huh.” He slapped her ass. “I expect you naked when I get back.”
“Oh, yes sir,” she replied, rolling her eyes at him.
He slapped her ass even harder when she went into his living quarters. He headed over to Nicole, who had finished up her conversation. She became still as she saw him coming, a smile spreading across her pretty face.
“Hi,” she said.
“Hello, Nicole. So I’ve got a bit of a proposition for you.”
“I’m listening.”
The main reason he was doing this was because he’d gotten a strong sense of joy from Nicole when they’d had sex in front of all his mates. He had the impression that she had particularly enjoyed being viewed while getting fucked by him.
“You’ve met Riley?”
“The wolf woman? Yes.”
“What do you think of her?”
“I was kind of scared of her at first, but we’ve talked, we had a meal together, and she’s actually really nice. She’s funny. And smart. I like her.”
“I do, too. I’m about to rut with her,” he said, and Nicole’s response to that was immediate. Her eyes widened just a little, her pale cheeks began to flush, and she took in a breath. “And I wanted to know if you wanted to watch...and then if you wanted to rut with me afterwards.”
“Will she watch?” she murmured shyly.
“Yes, if you want her to.”
“I...do want her to, and...yes, I would like to see that.”
“Good.” He pointed her towards his living quarters, though by now she must know, “she’s already there, getting ready. Why don’t you join her?”
“All right!” She laughed, gave him a fast kiss on the mouth, then scurried off.
Hunter laughed as well and kept going. He looked around for Diane, wondering if maybe she might want in on this, but she’d already disappeared somewhere, so he pressed on to the control center where he found Kiara looking over a tablet.
“Hunter! Is everyone okay?” she asked.
“Yes, and there’s good news. We found a shitload of medicine and medtech, and we found two doctors, and one of them is a surgeon.”
Kiara’s eyes widened. “That’s incredible! They’re here now?”
“Yes, Chloe is getting them settled in. We also found the Burrow. It’s intact and empty. We also ran into another Trinket. I killed it and I had the doctors study it for a bit. We also ripped some tech out of it and Riley’s going to study it more soon. Is everything still going smoothly here?”
She nodded. “Yes, no new problems arose while you were out.”
“Thank fuck,” he muttered. “Um...so are you good with it if I rut with Riley in our room and also would you be okay with it if she joined the group?”
Kiara smiled a knowing smile. “Yes and yes, Hunter.”
“Okay great, because I’m going to go fuck her brains out.”
Her smile grew a little. “I see. Have fun. Rain’s in our room.”
“Oh. Well, that answers my next question.” He began to leave, then turned back and shrugged out of his pack. “One more thing. We ran into some tigers out there. I killed them all, but they had set up an operation in an observatory. It’s gone now, but I managed to salvage these.”
He placed the documents on the table in front of her. She frowned, picking one up and studying it.
“I can’t read tiger...but there’s a program I can use to take pictures and auto-translate the text.” She looked up, worried. “Did you figure out what they’re doing here?”
He sighed, some of his good mood boiling off. “Yeah. Same thing as the wolves.”
Her frown deepened. “I worried as much. Well, I will study these and see what I can make of them. Go have fun.”
“I love you,” he said.
When she looked back up again, he kissed her. She laughed, her smile slowly returning. “I love you, too, Hunter.”
He jogged back to his living quarters, his desire to hide away from the world and forget about all this blood-drenched horror for at least an hour or two becoming overwhelming after facing down both the tigers and another fucking Clockwork Trinket.
He found Riley sitting on the bed, butt naked, while Nicole and Rain, who were also naked, sat in some of the chairs. They were all chatting happily as he came in.
“Look who finally decided to show up,” Riley said.
“Keep giving me trouble, see what happens,” Hunter replied as he began getting his gear off, starting by setting his pack down heavily on the floor.
“I want to see what happens,” Nicole murmured.
“I can assume you’re good with this?” Hunter asked, looking at Rain.
“Yes. Riley is my friend now and I want her to be happy and I know rutting with you seems to make everyone who does it happy, so…” Rain smiled and shrugged.
“Fair enough.”
“Does this mean she’s joining the relationship?” Rain asked.
Hunter paused, looked at Rain, then looked at Riley, who lost her bravado and regained her uncertainty.
“Does it?” she asked.
“Oh, have you not talked about that? Oops,” Rain murmured awkwardly.
“Do you want to?” he asked, resuming taking off his gear and clothes.
“I mean...if everyone’s okay with it, yeah, I’d really like that,” Riley replied cautiously.
“I think Brooke will need some time to get used to the idea, but I think it’s on the table. For sure rutting is,” Hunter said. He tossed his blooded shirt aside. “How about mating?”
“I’m good for now,” Riley replied. “I’ve got my birth control implant, although I think it’ll run out soon. Guess I should ask Chloe about that. She should be able to check it. But...with everything that’s happening...maybe? Probably? I mean, if I’m going to get bred, it will definitely be by you.”
“What I like to hear,” he said, and dropped his pants. “I’m kinda grimy, you want me to shower first?”
“No,” she almost growled, and instead she flipped over and got onto her hands and knees.
Right, little in the way of foreplay. Well, he could work with that right now. He was pretty fucking horned up and ready to rut her fucking brains out.
Hunter took in her fit, nude body as he climbed up onto the bed. She looked every bit as sexy and seductive as he had envisioned her. She had a lean body of smooth tan skin, accentuated occasionally by a scar here and there. She wasn’t muscular like Brooke, but she had definition, her body wiry and toned like a track runner or gymnast.
And her tail…
He thought it would more incongruous, seeing a wolf tail sprouting from her lower back, right where a tramp stamp would be, gray fur and all, but it wasn’t. It seemed somehow right and, more than that, sexy.
Fuck, she had a nice ass.
He could see the open slit of her pussy glistening as he got up behind her. She was more than ready for him and he was more than ready for her. He said nothing as he settled his hands on her hips, slid them down over her firm ass and enjoyed its feel for a moment, then back to her hips. He got up against her and she shuddered as he rested his head at the hot, wet entrance of her pussy.
“Come on…” she complained, already breathing heavily.
Hunter responded by slipping into her.
Riley let out a loud, long moan of pure bliss. She cried out as he penetrated her deeper, and then deeper still.
“Oh fuck,” she groaned, hanging her head.
It snapped right back as he began stroking into her and she let out another cry of pure sexual rapture. Hunter immediately began losing himself in this sultry, seductive wolf girl. Inside, she was a study in ecstasy.
Hot and wet and oh so perfect.
Her slick muscles clenched and contracted around his erection as she stuffed it into her again and again. It really was rutting. Furious and fast and immensely gratifying. They said nothing as they fucked, as he went faster and harder. Just primal, guttural noises of unfiltered gratification as they gave into their most basic urges.
Riley demanded more with her body alone, lowering her front half and pressing her fit ass against him, voicing her need in incoherent desire between her heavy panting moans. Hunter tightened his grasp on her firm hips, his fingertips digging into her smooth tan skin. He brought one foot up and rested on it to give him a better angle and more control, then really started fucking her.
Riley let out a loud screaming shriek of pleasure as he hammered her pussy, slamming deep and hard into her wet perfection.
“Yes! YES! YES!” she shrieked as she began to orgasm.
Hunter fucked her through it, and then he fucked her through another one, feeling her hot sex juices spraying out of her around his rock hard erection, feeling her strong inner muscles fluttering and spasming wildly.
He was prepared to fill her with his seed after the second one, and he leaned forward, going down onto all fours so that she was fully beneath him, and she let out a guttural moan, her face buried in the pillow now, as he drilled her.
His orgasm came, climaxing like a furious storm, and sent rapture thundering through his body as he began pumping his seed into her willing pussy. She took everything he had, screaming each time he thrust deep into her, incoherent with ecstasy as he bred her. That’s what he was doing, he knew in that moment, even if it wasn’t going to work, even if they hadn’t really decided, he knew that’s what he was doing and so did she.
He came into her and filled her up and bathed in the pure bliss of their sex.
And then it was over and they were both coming down from the absurd highs of pleasure. They stayed like that for a while, panting heavily, and finally he pulled out of her and straightened back up. Riley groaned and fell onto her side, gasping for breath.
Hunter finished straightening up on his knees, popped his back, and looked at Nicole.
“All right, your turn.”




CHAPTER 9
 
“But why now?” Kiara asked uncertainly as Hunter finished lacing his boots back up.
“I just need to know,” he replied. “This is bugging me still and we have time.”
She sighed and looked to the others for help, but they said nothing. Hunter kept preparing.
He’d fucked Nicole in much the same manner as he had Riley, because she really wanted it after that display, and then he’d done the same thing to Rain. Now the three of them were laying in the bed together, naked and satisfied. Rain had already fallen asleep, and Nicole was most of the way there. Riley just looked content and relaxed in a way he hadn’t seen from her yet.
Kiara had been drawn in by the sounds, (which made him wonder how much everyone else had heard), and she’d wanted a turn. He’d given it to her, fucking her hard and fast in the shower he was just getting ready to take.
“How do you have the energy to go back out there already?” Nicole murmured sleepily.
“Super soldier,” he replied, getting his guns in order.
“Why do you have to know? What’s so special about this place?” Kiara pressed.
“I don’t know, but I know that it’s been bugging me ever since I saw it on the map. And when something keeps bugging me like this, it means my instincts are trying to tell me something. There’s something important there, or at least there might be something important there. Something that shouldn’t wait,” he explained.
“I suppose you know best,” she murmured.
“There’s been nothing from Brooke, right?” he asked.
“You’d know if there had.”
Hunter nodded. He’d sent along a radio with her, one they’d stolen from the wolves, but only to be used in absolute emergency. The wolves seemed to stay off the radio for the most part, but he wasn’t willing to gamble them being able to track the location of the Warren unless he absolutely had to.
He finished settling all of his gear into place and then turned to face her fully. “Listen, I can probably be there and back in an hour. Probably less, if I don’t run into anyone. I just need to see what this place is. Maybe it’s nothing or maybe it’s hugely important, but I have to know.”
“...all right,” she murmured. “Just be careful.”
“Always will,” he replied, and gave her a kiss. “Let Chloe know.”
Kiara nodded. Hunter went over and kissed Nicole and Riley.
“Hey,” Riley said, smiling serenely up at him.
“Yeah?”
“Thanks. That was fucking amazing.”
He laughed and nodded. “Yeah, it was.”
Hunter made for the airlock.
…
He was feeling the cold more now.
How much longer before the snow fell?
Hunter felt his thoughts slipping around like quicksilver as he hustled through the forest, eating as much distance as his body would allow while remaining silent. He dashed between trees and hopped lightly over the occasional creek.
He had the impression that he had seen a bigger wolf den when the probe had painted the landscape for them. He’d studied the layout several times. A big square, divided up into four sections, it looked like a command outpost.
If it was the nerve center for their operations in this forest, there was a good chance he could take them out. Maybe he could find some kind of big-ass bomb and sneak it in there. Or maybe just lob it at them and wipe them off the map.
Only he couldn’t do that, because they might have a few prisoners of war locked up in there like they had Riley. Well, it was easier to tell now. He could do a thermal scan and that would sure as hell help clear it up, and he’d spent enough time around wolves and rabbits that he could differentiate between the two of them now.
Beneath iron gray skies, Hunter closed in on the mysterious encampment. The drone had also painted the terrain itself and he knew that to the east, the landscape rose up and should give him a good view from on high. He could just study it from a distance and make a plan of attack. Or hell, maybe it was a friendly place?
He doubted it, but anything was possible.
Hunter was most of the way there when he abruptly became aware of someone else nearby. He slowed his gait until he came a halt near the center of a small glade. He scented the air, smelled rabbit, and fear.
A lot of fear.
Some blood, too.
He heard breathing coming from his left and spotted a big rock that was almost certainly sheltering some poor bastard.
“You can come out,” he said, keeping his voice neutral. “I’m a friend of rabbits. I can help you. I’m a soldier.”
A long pause. He thought he heard the rabbit scenting the air as well. Finally, he stood up, appearing from behind the rock.
He looked awful. He was thin, he wore a simple outfit of jeans and a t-shirt, and it looked like he hadn’t changed them in weeks. They were filthy and torn and stained with blood. One of his ears was torn and bleeding.
“Who are you?” he asked anxiously.
“My name is Hunter. Let me help with that ear,” Hunter replied.
The man, who was little more than a teenager from the looks of him, seemed like he might bolt at any second. His eyes passed restlessly and repeatedly over Hunter’s form, coming back to his face several times in the span of a few seconds.
Something seemed to give in him and he abruptly relaxed. Or rather almost went slack without actually falling over. He leaned against the rock.
“Okay. I can’t run any further,” he muttered.
“I’m getting my medpack out,” Hunter said, shrugging out of his pack and zipping it open. “Where’d you come from?”
“The work camp,” he replied. “Who are you? Why do you look like that?”
“Long story. I’m a super soldier, genetic engineering,” Hunter replied, approaching him slowly with the medical kit. “What work camp?”
He had a storm of bad feelings gathering in the pit of his stomach.
“North of here,” the kid replied, tilting his head down to show Hunter his torn ear.
“How far north?”
“I don’t know but close, really close. I escaped, but I have to find help. Can you help? There’s others there.”
“I can help. I will help. How many? This is going to sting.”
He winced as Hunter injected his ear with a local anesthetic a few times. He fished out his spare canteen and a few protein bars while he waited for it to take effect.
“Here, eat, drink. How many?” he repeated.
“At least a hundred. Thank you,” he whispered, taking the canteen and draining half of it in one go. “Fuck, I’m so hungry and thirsty.”
“A hundred rabbits?”
“Yeah. And some lizards, too.”
“How many wolves?”
“At least another hundred. You can help? Are there others? You’re a soldier?”
“Yes, a super soldier, and I’m going to help free everyone in that camp.”
“Everyone? Even the wolves?” he muttered. He seemed like he was drifting.
“Yeah, I’m gonna free them from being alive,” Hunter replied.
That seemed to anchor him back down to reality a bit, so did Hunter’s hands as he got to work cleaning the wound. He worked fast, getting it clean, sealing it up with some healing coagulant sealant, then putting a bandage into place.
“How? Are there others?” he repeated.
“Yes, but not like me. Okay, listen,” Hunter said, putting the medkit back. “I need to get a look at this place. I want you to stick close to me. Don’t worry, we’re not mounting the attack right now, and we won’t get close. I just need a look. There should be a hill that overlooks the camp, is that right?”
“Uh...yeah. Yes. There is. To the east.”
“Perfect. Stick close. What kind of work do they have you doing?”
“Logging, mostly. They’re cutting down a lot of trees. Well, making us cut down a lot of trees. Then we have to work the machines to refine the trees into logs. And they found a quarry recently, so they’ve been preparing work teams to work it.” He groaned. “They work us all day. Fifteen hours a day. Anyone who refuses anything just gets beat, and if they refuse again they get shot in the head. If anyone gets hurt, they don’t care, they just work us to death.”
“How long have you been there?” Hunter asked, fighting to keep control of his emotions.
“A few days. I’m from Nym, do you know it?” Hunter nodded. “I was heading out to camp with my family when it all went down. We were at some campgrounds with some other families and everything went crazy. We were kind of just hiding out, not sure what to do, and then one day we woke up and a bunch of wolves with guns were all around us. They shot some of us and then force-marched us to this camp here.”
There was the hill. Hunter walked the kid up to it and then stopped.
“Stay here, hide by these trees,” he said.
The kid suddenly grabbed his arm, his eyes bugging out. “You have to help us! My parents are in there, and my sister! And so many others!”
“I will,” Hunter replied, gently prying his hand off. “But I need to look first. What’s your name?”
“Peter.”
“Stay right here, Peter. I’ll be back down fast, and then I can take you to where the others are. There’s other rabbits and lizards in a safe place. Got it?”
“I...okay, yeah, okay,” he murmured, and dipped down out of sight amongst some bushes and trees.
Hunter hustled up the hill. He didn’t know why he hadn’t considered this possibility. Perhaps it was because the wolves were scattered and undisciplined so far, he didn’t think they could get something like this up and running so fast. Whatever the reason, it didn’t matter. He was going to free every last rabbit, lizard, and whatever other innocent was in there and get them to the Warren.
And kill every last wolf.
He crested the hill and pulled out his binoculars. His guts clenched as he studied the camp.
He saw a big logging mill building taking up most of the corner nearest to him. A quartet of low, long wooden structures took up another corner. What looked to be bunkhouses. Another corner was occupied by trucks and a motorpool. Big, heavy, hauling trucks. A paved road leading south, back the way he’d come, linked up with this section. The final corner was taken up by a small collection of buildings, what might be storage, maybe a kitchen and an infirmary, too.
All of this was surrounded by a high fence topped with circular barbed wire. There were two crudely constructed platforms meant to serve as watchtowers, with a group of rabbits working on a third one. As he watched, a big group of twenty of them were being marched in through the motorpool gate by an armed guard.
Hunter heard someone shout distantly and zeroed in on a wolf dragging a rabbit along the ground by his ankle towards one of the buildings. The rabbit was struggling and crying. He was dragged into one of the cluster of buildings in the northeast corner, the one closest to the fence, in the corner.
It took every single ounce of self control he had in him not to activate his strength and speed enhancement ability, rush down there, and start slaughtering every last wolf he saw. He almost did it, simply because part of him believed he could do it, but no. It was too risky, too many other innocents were at stake.
Gritting his teeth hard enough it hurt his jaw, he studied the camp a bit more, committing what he saw to memory, and then scrambled back down the hill.
“Come on, let’s go,” Hunter said.
Peter emerged from his hiding place. “What now?”
“We’re going to somewhere safe.” He started walking and Peter followed. “I saw a rabbit being dragged into a building in the corner. What happens in there?”
When Peter didn’t respond, Hunter looked back at him. His face had twisted into an anguished, tormented expression.
“They…” He tried to speak, but a choked sob came out. “I can’t,” he whispered harshly, trembling badly as he reached up and wiped urgently at his eyes. “I can’t say it. Just don’t go in there. Don’t go in there when you attack the camp.”
“Fine,” Hunter said. “Keep up, we gotta move fast.”




CHAPTER 10
 
He managed to get them back to the Warren in record time and without being followed.
Weak as he was, Peter found a burst of energy once it really set in that they were going to rescue his family. Hunter spent the whole way back formulating a plan. His rage was burning colder than when he’d found those rabbits in the tiger’s lair.
He came through the airlock like dark thunder and immediately everyone around could tell something was wrong.
“Calling a meeting! Everyone here, now! Go grab everyone!” he called, making sure his voice carried well.
The rabbits and lizards scrambled to assemble. Hunter tracked down some paper and pencil and sat at a table, instructing Peter to sit beside him. He hastily sketched a rough layout of the camp from memory.
“Where do the rabbits sleep?” he asked.
“Here, and here,” Peter replied, pointing to the two long structures closest to the fence. “The wolves sleep in the other two.”
A ripple of unease ran through those who had already gathered around him so far as they heard that.
“What’s here? What’s these buildings?” he asked, indicating the cluster.
Peter could only identify two of them for sure: a mess hall and an infirmary. He wouldn’t talk about the other one in the corner. Hunter knew not to prod further.
“How did you get out?” he asked.
“There’s some holes in the fence,” Peter replied. He pointed to three spots. Two in the northern most wall, one in the south, near the mill. “I got out through the one just behind the bunkhouse there. That’s how my ear got torn.”
“How dense is the forest back there?” Hunter asked, making marks as he considered it.
“Not very.”
He sighed. It was pretty unrealistic that they could all get out through holes. No. This was going to have to go a different way.
“Do you know of any other encampments nearby? Somewhere they could call reinforcements from?”
“Yeah, there was a bigger camp I heard them talking about to the north. They kept calling it ‘command’. I don’t know how far away it might be, though. Sorry.”
“That’s fine,” Hunter replied.
He grabbed another piece of paper and started hastily sketching the forest in that area. He looked up as he realized it had gotten quiet. Everyone was here. They had gathered in silence around him, their faces painted with worry and anxiety and fear.
“All right, this here is Peter. He just escaped from a forced labor camp where the wolves have rounded up about a hundred rabbits and lizards. They’re forcing them to work a logging mill they have there. I’ve studied the camp. I’m going to attack it at nightfall. I’m going to need some help. I’m going to need volunteers.”
“I’m in,” Riley said immediately.
“I’m going,” Alice said tightly, her expression grim.
“Me,” Niko said.
“I’m going,” Diane said firmly.
“Me,” Penny said.
“And me,” Felix said.
“Okay,” Hunter said when he noticed some others working up some courage, “that’s all we’ll need. This is going to be a quiet operation. We get in, we sneak them out.”
“I want to go,” Peter said quietly but firmly.
Hunter looked at him. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea and said as much.
“I have to go,” Peter replied, more firmly.
“You could get killed in there. You really might,” Hunter said, not unkindly.
“I don’t care. The whole reason I got out was because I needed to go find help. Some of the others caused a distraction and probably got beaten or killed because of that. I have to go back there and help free the others.”
Hunter considered telling him that he’d done his job, he’d found help, more help than he could really imagine, but could see it wouldn’t do any good.
“Can you shoot a gun?” he asked instead.
“Yes. I’ve been taught. I’ve been to a firing range. I know how to shoot a gun.”
“Can you take a life?”
“If it’s a wolf’s life,” Peter replied flatly. Then he looked uncertainly at Riley, who had come to stand close to Hunter.
“She hates them as much as you do,” Hunter said. “And she’ll be killing them alongside you. If you can’t handle that, you shouldn’t go on the mission.”
“I can handle it,” he replied.
“All right. I’m going to formulate the plan. Everyone who’s going, if you’ve got something to do, if you’ve got someone you need to speak with before you go...do it now. There’s a very real chance you might not come back from this.”
That seemed to shake them all to varying degrees. The group began breaking up, muttering anxiously amongst themselves. Hunter started working on his sketch more, but saw that Kiara had joined him. As had Chloe, and Riley and Peter were still lingering.
“What?” he asked, trying not to sound like an asshole and probably failing.
“I wanted to check the boy over,” Chloe said.
“I was just about to suggest that. Peter, go with her, have her patch your wounds. And maybe inject him with something, a stimulant, something to pump him up.”
She nodded, her expression reluctant, and she led Peter off towards the infirmary.
“I want to go,” Kiara said.
“No,” Hunter replied flatly. “I need you here.”
“Why?” she asked, getting a little angry. “These are my people, Hunter.”
“I know, Kiara. I’m not just doing this because I want to hide you away. I put a cut-off on the volunteers for a reason. This kind of mission requires a low number of people. I also need someone here prepping the Warren to receive four to five times the current amount of people living here. And they’re going to be wounded, starving, filthy, terrified, and traumatized. But if you’re dead set on going out there...I have another job that needs doing outside of the Warren.”
“Tell me.”
Hunter began telling her.
…
Hunter was alone again.
Darkness swallowed the forest. A frigid shadow that brought with it heavy winds that moaned and shrieked, rattling the near-death trees. It was like the land itself was with them. He could hardly have asked for better weather for a black op like this.
This time, they were using radios. Riley had made sure they were all tuned into a frequency the wolves almost certainly wouldn’t pick up on.
He knew that Penny and Felix were in position, providing their overwatch and ready to start blasting the moment something went wrong. He knew that Riley, who was with the others, was approaching the northern most fence. They would slip in through the hole Peter had escaped through, and she had her own task to take care of.
Not yet, though.
He thought his plan was decent, given what he was working with, but there were a lot ways for it to go wrong.
This, however, was always true of an op like this.
Hunter had studied the place from afar and saw that it was as Peter had said: once sundown hit, the rabbits were all hustled up and quarantined into their bunkhouses. He saw only one rabbit out of the bunkhouses, and they were in one of the smaller buildings. Not the bad one, at least. The one Peter couldn’t bring himself to talk about.
There were some wolves in there, though.
He couldn’t tell what they were doing just from their heat signatures alone.
He put it out of his mind as he crawled in through the hole in the fence. This one was from the south side and let him in near the logging mill. There were a few wolves in there and they were going to be the first ones to go.
Most of the wolves were gathered in their own bunkhouses, but he saw maybe half a hundred instead of a full hundred. Which meant that either Peter had a very poor estimate of how many had been in the camp, or half of them were off elsewhere. Both could be possible, he supposed, but it was just another variable that might go wrong to consider.
Hunter squeezed through the hole in the fence, ripping his camo a little to get through, and then crept up to the nearest window looking into the mill building. It was pretty dirty, but he could see through it. Two big saws dominated the middle of the cavernous structure. Workbenches, tables, chairs, and stacks of milled lumber sat along the periphery.
He saw three wolves sitting around a table, playing cards, while two more seemed to be working on the machinery. The room was cast in shadows, half the lights either off or broken. Perfect. Hunter crept along the periphery of the building’s exterior until he found a side entrance that had been left ajar. Trying his luck, he moved the brick that had been clearly shoved there to keep it in place and tested it for sound.
It squeaked, but evidently not enough to alert the wolves inside, who were talking and laughing loudly over something. More than one of them sounded drunk. Hunter slipped inside, finding the area beyond one of the shadowed spaces. He moved the brick back into place and studied the environment for a moment.
One of the wolves working on the central saws had his back to him, covered in grease and oil and complaining to himself.
He was first.
The rest were out of sight, on the opposite side of the machinery. Hunter crept up to him as silent as a void, slipped a hand over his mouth and shoved his knife into the base of his skull. He died in an instant, slumping without a twitch. Hunter shoved him into a shadowed niche in the milling machinery and then crept along the length of the equipment.
“Hey, Watson, you almost done over there? I want to turn this fucking thing on and see if my fixes work,” the other worker called.
Perfect.
Hunter waited. The worker sighed. “Watson? Fucking hell, you listening?!” After another few seconds, there came the sound of a seat being shoved back, wooden feet squealing as they scraped against the floor, then muttering as the second worker approached.
Even more perfect, he was walking towards Hunter, not away. Meaning he’d be in the perfect position to kill him, too, as he came around the front of the equipment instead of the back.
“Do you ever fucking listen?” the man griped.
Hunter jabbed his knife into the wolf’s eye and clapped a hand over his mouth the moment he stepped into view.
Two down.
Laying him down out of sight, Hunter moved back over to the door held in place by the brick and removed the brick, letting the door bang open in the window. He found a place to hide nearby and waited.
That was what stealth missions primarily consisted of: waiting. Waiting for the right moment, for someone to turn around, for a sound to cover your movement. Waiting and patience. It didn’t take long for one of the card-players to start complaining at the workers to fix the door. It took a couple minutes more before one of them came over and met his swift end on Hunter’s knife.
From there, it was easy enough to hurl a pair of throwing knives from the shadows and kill the last two as they bickered over bets.
Hunter hid their bodies and planted his bomb.
This definitely brought back odd flashes of cold memories, decayed but not erased by his transition to this not-so-strange new world. Once the job was done, he left back by the side exit, slipping the brick back into place, and then traversed along the shadowed space between the mill’s edge and the perimeter fence.
Reaching the corner of the building, he dropped into a crouch and studied the situation. They weren’t very good about lighting, or patrolling. Honestly, he was shocked by the lack of discipline. Was it something about this world? Or perhaps wolves in specific? Or perhaps just this group? Didn’t matter, he supposed, just something to take advantage of.
Hunter looked around. No one by the motorpool. There were just two guards in the watchtowers, one apiece, and both were seated. It was hard to tell from a glowing outline, but one looked like he’d fallen asleep.
Hunter touched his earpiece. “Riley, go.”
“Gone,” she whispered.
She would sneak to the trucks and start getting them as prepped as she could so they could get the fuck out of there quickly.
Hunter ghosted along the perimeter fence, sticking to the shadows as much as possible, and came to the cluster of buildings. He had to do this fast. Even in a place as slack as this, it could all go to hell in a handbasket pretty fast.
They wanted this as quiet as possible for as long as possible.
Hunter moved like a force of death through the scattering of structures. He found an infirmary that could barely be called that and killed a single wolf that was dozing at his desk with a knife through the back of the skull. In a particularly messy mess hall, he killed two more who were prepping for breakfast tomorrow and one who was eating leftovers.
He died with his face in a plate of spaghetti.
The next building held the wolf and the rabbit he’d seen earlier. The rabbit was on the floor now and the wolf was leaned against a wall. Hunter slipped in through the front entrance and found himself in a locker room connected to a shower area. They were in the shower area. Hunter moved through it, focusing on the soon-to-be-dead wolf.
He was talking.
“This is the only thing you’re good for,” he was saying, his voice low and angry and dripping with sadism. “Say it!” he snarled after a pause.
A woman repeated the words, stuttering. She sniffed.
Hunter appeared in the doorway, saw the scene he’d probably encountered a hundred times before now. The wolf, tall and rangy, wearing just boots and a pair of camouflage cargo pants, a bottle of some kind of booze in hand. The rabbit, maybe college age at most, cowering on the ground, wearing nothing more than a pair of panties, dirty and trembling.
“I couldn’t hear you,” he said after taking another drink. He was too preoccupied to notice Hunter slip along the edge of the room. “Louder!” he snapped, hurling the bottle at the wall over her head when she took too long.
She began repeating the line again, but she wasn’t too preoccupied to notice Hunter. Her eyes flicked to him, then back to the wolf, who pushed himself up off the wall and began approaching her.
“Please…” she whispered.
“Shut up!” he snarled.
Hunter slipped up behind him as he stalked up to the rabbit. He put a hand over his mouth at the same time that he drove the blade into his side. He went rigid with the shock of pain, screaming silently against Hunter’s palm.
“This is all you’re good for,” Hunter growled.
He twisted the knife. The man screamed again and began to struggle.
Hunter ripped the blade out and then jabbed it up under his chin, breaking through his flesh, his tongue, the roof his mouth, and into his brain. Hunter held him there as he trembled and shook, death coming for him much more swiftly than he deserved.
When he went slack, Hunter tossed him aside and looked down at the rabbit girl, who was staring up at him in a shocked wonder.
“I’m here to save you and the others,” he said, his voice low. “Do you understand?”
She looked down at the body, then back up at him. She nodded slowly. He saw that her clothes had been tossed beside her.
“Get dressed. You’re going to hide here and wait for me.”
She nodded and started pulling her clothes on, still in a daze. Hunter touched his earpiece again.
“Diane, get started.”
“On it,” she whispered.
“Riley?” he asked.
“I’m at the motorpool. Still looks clear. I’ve been trying to find the-oh shit, just found them. Keys. All the keys. I’m getting to the next part now.”
“Check. Let me know when you’re finished.”
“Understood.”
She would be putting all the keys in the ignitions of the trucks parked in or around the motorpool, then unlock the garage door and the gate if they were locked, so they could get them open as fast as possible.
“Penny, Felix, update.”
“We’re both zeroed,” Penny replied. “One of them’s asleep, the other looks like he’s headed that way.”
“All right, we’re getting close to your time to act. Remember what I said about waiting for the right moment.”
“Got it. We can do this,” Penny murmured. He wasn’t sure if she was saying that for his benefit or for her own.
Hunter looked back to the rabbit girl. She had her clothes back on, except for her shoes. He couldn’t see any around. Well, it’d have to do.
“Come on,” he said, guiding her back out of the shower area. He got her to locker room and opened the door to what turned out to be a small room with a toilet and a urinal. It was safe enough. “Wait right here. Do not move, do not make sound, do not open the door. I will return in just a few minutes. Me and my people are going to get you out of here. Do you understand?”
She looked shaken and dazed still, but she nodded slowly and got into the room. Hunter closed the door.
It was time to wrap this up.
He wanted to see what was in the corner building.




CHAPTER 11
 
Two of the last three buildings were clear. One was storage, the other was a trailer that had been converted into an office. Hunter grabbed whatever documents scattered across the desk he could find. Then he went to the corner building.
From the outside, it didn’t seem all that special. Little more than corrugated metal siding stuck together. It was about the size of a typical home garage. The wolves that had been in there had gone since then, returned to the bunkhouses.
No windows. Something about that bugged him.
Then he broke the perimeter and found himself tossed into a storm of bloody scent. He almost gagged and felt fear touch his spine with that awful icy caress. He made himself walk up to the front entrance, which was closed but not locked.
His hand remained on the doorknob for a long moment.
The reek of blood and decaying meat was overwhelming.
Hunter opened the door.
He stood there staring with his nightvision turned on for what seemed like a long time.
“Hunter,” Riley whispered. “I’ve got the keys in the ignitions, and the gate is unlocked. We’re ready.”
“We’ve gotten into the bunkhouses and we’ve explained the plan to them,” Diane said immediately after. “They’re ready.”
“...Hunter?” Riley asked when he didn’t say anything. “Did something go wrong? Hunter?”
“I’m here,” he said flatly, still staring.
“What’s going on?” Diane whispered.
“Nothing,” he replied. “Start getting them ready. Wait for my signal.”
Hunter stared into an abattoir. A slaughterhouse. A feeding ground.
And the more he stared, the more he realized that’s what it was literally was: a feeding ground.
There had to be two dozen rabbits inside. The interior had been cleared out of anything, leaving just a vacant room. The floorboards were drenched in blood, smeared with bootprints and bare footprints. The bodies were gathered around the sides and in the corners.
Dead, broken corpses.
Chunks of meat ripped out of their arms, their legs, their torsos, their necks.
Ripped out with teeth.
The only real question that came to mind, like a bloated corpse surfacing sluggishly from deep, black sludge, was: did they eat them alive or not?
Hunter slowly closed the door and put a lid on his anger. No, anger wasn’t strong enough. Rage? Fury?
This felt like something that encroached dangerously into the territory of madness.
He turned and hurried back to the shower house. He climbed up onto its roof and took a quick look around. Yes, it was time. All the wolves present in the camp were either in the watchtowers or in their bunkhouses. Most appeared to be sleeping now.
He dropped back down and slipped inside, opened the door the rabbit girl hid behind. She gasped when he did.
“It’s time to go. Stay with me. Say nothing, make no noise. Understand?”
She nodded and whispered, “Yes.”
He led her outside, then back to the logging mill, through the narrow dark alley of space between it and the fence.
“Coming up on you,” he whispered as he approached the motorpool.
“Ready,” Riley replied.
“Listen,” Hunter said, pausing just outside of it, crouching in the deep shadows. He held the girl’s eyes with his own. “There’s a wolf in here, but she’s on our side. She will not hurt you. She will help you. Do you understand that? She’s a friend.”
The young woman looked anxious, but she swallowed and nodded. She seemed a bit more present now. Hunter nodded and opened the door. He got her inside, found Riley standing among four big hauling trucks.
“Penny, Felix, take your shots,” he said once he’d helped the rabbit girl up into the back of one of the trucks and had her stay down.
“Hold,” Penny replied. A long pause went by. The winds were shrieking more now. As one of them kicked up particularly loudly, he could just barely hit the double crack of two sniper rifles firing at almost the same time. “They’re dead.”
“Good.” Hunter had moved to the back entrance and opened it up. “Focus on the bunkhouses now. Don’t fire unless I say so. Tell me if you notice anyone coming out.”
“Understood,” Felix replied quietly.
“Diane, start bringing them in groups of ten. Now. Low and fast.”
“Here we come.”
The door to one of the bunkhouses opened up and Alice appeared. She looked around, her face set and grim, then she began ghosting across the big open space between the two ends of the work camp. Ten rabbits came out after her in a line. They moved with a surprising precision, silent as a mouse. Or, well, a rabbit.
Probably another benefit of instinct.
The winds were shrieking and moaning now, covering for them.
Hunter stood at the entrance and pointed them towards the trucks as they came in. They all looked the same, like Peter had: tired, thin, worn down, filthy, haunted.
Peter came next with another group, and Hunter prayed that his family was with him. That they hadn’t been hauled off to the feeding ground.
Once Peter was through and Alice went back, Niko came.
“Riley, get the garage doors opened,” Hunter said.
Niko dropped his group off, then Alice came through again with another. They had gotten one of the bunkhouses emptied out and so far, so good. Hunter was keeping a sharp eye on the other two. It was a little hard to parse if someone was walking towards an exit or not with how many heat signatures were in there.
They had gotten the second bunkhouse mostly cleared and he’d just given Riley the order to get the main gate open when he saw what looked like a wolf making for the exit.
“Diane, hold,” he snarled and took off running.
He just barely managed to get up against the wall beside the door before it opened. A wolf stepped out. He had a cigarette in one hand, lighter in the other. He lit up, coming to stand a little bit in front of the bunkhouse, the door banging shut behind him.
Hunter attacked.
Hand over the mouth, only this time he plunged the blade into the wolf’s chest, ripped it out, and began plunging it in again and gain. Harder. Faster.
He felt the tip breaking through the wolf’s back a few times and stab into his own bulletproof vest. He stabbed until the wolf stopped struggling, and then he stabbed some more, and then he bit back the unnameable insanity-tinged fury and shoved the corpse in a hollow of space beneath the bunkhouse. Looking back through the wall with his heat-vision, he saw no one else was coming.
“Okay, go,” he whispered. “Now. Fast.”
This time he hung near the bunkhouse, watching the rabbits come out and scurry across the land, disappearing into the motorpool one by one until at last Diane led the final group across. Hunter waited until they had vanished, then confirmed there were no more rabbits left anywhere in the camp but inside the motorpool.
“Okay, we’re good! Come on!” Riley said over the radio.
“There’s a change in plan,” Hunter replied as he checked over his rifle.
“What change!?” she demanded.
“I’m going to stay here and make sure that every last wolf is killed, and that this camp is burned to the foundation. Don’t argue with me. Go now,” he replied, his voice flat. “You too, Penny and Felix. Get going. That’s an order.”
There was a long pause as Hunter set up some more explosives at the entrances to both bunkhouses, then ghosted around back, to the rear entrance.
“...don’t do anything stupid,” Riley replied finally.
He heard a few engines start up. He heard some commotion inside the bunkhouses. Saw the heat signature silhouette of a few wolves stir and start to stand up, making for the front entrance. Machine gun in one hand, detonator in the other, Hunter prepared himself.
“Let’s do this,” he whispered.
…
Hunter felt the ground tremble beneath his boots as he watched a brilliant plume of orange-red flame mushroom into the sky.
It had finally begun to rain, which was good, because he was more covered in blood than he could remember since coming to this place. He looked down at his hands. He knew some of it was his, he hadn’t used his special ability.
He hadn’t really needed to.
The black-red fury was enough of a fuel source for him in those bone-cracking, skin-ripping, teeth-shattering moments.
He didn’t fully remember everything that had gone on after the others had left. He did remember setting the rest of his explosives after, using some more that he found among the dead to reduce that place to a crater.
If they’d asked him why, he’d explain that it was a denial of use tactic. The enemy couldn’t use it anymore for sure now. But in his heart, he knew that the atrocity committed there not just called for but demanded such a fiery baptism.
His soul hurt.
He turned away from the fading flames. As he did, the ground quaked again, more intensely, but deeper. He frowned, looking around, unsure of the source. In the east, he thought he might have been able to see a lightening in the sky, but the clouds were too dense. Something else getting wiped off the face of Terras.
Hunter started jogging south, and it didn’t occur to him to look with his heat-vision until a few minutes later, and even then he saw nothing.
Hmm, east. Did it have anything to do with Brooke?
God, he hoped not.
Hunter jogged on, feeling a weariness coming onto him like a suffocating shroud. He wanted to be home, in the Warren, with all his people. Safe. He wanted to be somewhere dark and warm where he could just shut off his brain.
He hit his radio as he kept going through the dark forest. “Riley, how we doing?”
“Hunter?! Thank fucking-was that you?!” she asked.
“The first explosion, yeah. The second one, no idea,” he replied. “How are we doing?”
“We’re fine. We’re at the Evergreen camp,” she answered. “No one’s followed us and we got everyone out. There’s some wounded, but no one’s dying as far as we can tell. We’re prepping to begin moving them to the Warren...wait, what?”
He heard someone talking in the background.
“What’s happening?” he asked.
“Hold one.” He waited as she went off the air. A moment later, she came back, excited. “Hunter! Some of the rabbits here are from Evergreen! They worked on the Warren!”
He felt a spark reignited in the dark, cavernous depths his soul had been beaten into.
“Okay, get everyone prepped to move. I’ll be there in five minutes.”
…
Hunter sat down heavily in the control room and popped his neck loudly.
It had taken some time, but they’d finally managed to get everyone back to the Warren. They’d ditched the trucks in four different directions, none of them aiming towards the Warren, a little away from the Evergreen camp, then took whatever pains they could to cover their tracks as they led some ninety four rabbits and lizards through the dark, rainy night.
Everyone already at the Warren had stepped up in their absence. They’d been prepping beds and meals and medicine, everything they could think of for the incoming refugees. Chloe, Petra, and Rain had organized everyone.
“So, you’re sure you can turn on the big reactors? Oxygen plant? Water filtration?” he asked.
Lacy, one of the handful of Evergreen employees they’d liberated from the work camp, nodded as she settled into place at the main console. “Yes. I’ve got all the codes. I can get into everything. I was the lead tech.”
“Did you design this place?” Kiara asked, casting an anxious look at Hunter.
She knew something was bothering him.
“No, that was the architect. His name, ironically, was Warren. He died of a heart attack last year, right after finishing the design.”
“Oh. That’s sad.”
“Yeah, but he was on his way out already. He’d had four surgeries and he was ninety seven. Genius architect, genius designer, and it was pretty obvious he held on entirely because he wanted to finish this. I was the last person he spoke to. I was visiting him in the care home he’d settled into. He always had great stories to tell. Went all over the world. He brought up dying a lot and I asked how he wasn’t scared. He said the fear had sort of just bled out of him over the decades. When he thought about dying and expected to be afraid, it just stopped coming after he finished the Warren. Said he didn’t mind, he was tired anyway, and he’d done his duty.”
“I’ll say he more than certainly did,” Hunter muttered.
Lacy paused in her typing and looked at him. “So, uh, what’s your deal again? Because I’ve never seen anyone who looks like you. Ever. Are you an alien?”
He laughed. “Could be for all I know,” he semi-lied. “I’m a super soldier. Lost my memories getting some genetic enhancements. Now I fight for rabbits, lizards, and all other innocents.”
“Huh. Lucky for us. I saw that explosion all the way from the Evergreen camp.” She turned back to the computer. “Okay, lemme just...oh.”
“I don’t like that sound,” Hunter muttered.
“Yeah, you aren’t supposed to. I’ve gotten access to the core utilities programs and, uh, they aren’t turned off, they’re broken. They’re all registering lots of damage.”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he groaned.
“Can you fix them?” Kiara asked.
“Um...probably. Well, yeah, I can, with some help. Problem is parts. Some of the parts are kinda rare and hard to make. The good news, if you wanna call it that, is that we had a big fat warehouse up in Nym that stored a ton of redundant parts for the Warren.”
Hunter let out a sigh of relief. “Good for us, then. We were planning on heading back there anyway.”
“I can come with you, I know the way there.” She turned back around. “Now, can you tell me again about these...robot people?”
“I can show you one tomorrow if you want, if it’s still in the ravine we threw it down.”
“I would love to see it.”
“Good, because if you’re as much of a tech whiz as you say, I’m going to want you to study it with Riley. Now, next important question: can you unlock the security cameras on the lower levels? Because I would really like a look down there before we have to set foot below.”
“Yeah,” she spun back around, “I can do that.” She typed for a moment, then let out a frustrated growl. “This Warren is making a liar out of me...something’s severed the connection to the security network belowdecks.”
“Great.” Hunter stood up. “Well, I’m going to bed. I need to recharge. You gonna be ready to head out for a little expedition tomorrow morning?”
“Yeah, I can manage that, I think,” she replied.
“Perfect.”
Hunter headed out of the control room. He found Kiara and Riley trailing after him.
“Can we talk? Something happened at the camp and it’s bothering you,” Kiara said.
“Yeah, I was going to say the same thing,” Riley added, a little uncomfortably.
Hunter didn’t say anything until he got back to their shared living quarters. He walked in and started taking his gear off.
“I’ll talk with you about it, both of you,” he said, “but I...need some time. I need to just relax and sleep. And shower. It’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”
Kiara looked at him for a moment, then nodded, a look of loving kindness coming onto her face. She walked up to him and began to help him undress. After a moment of hesitation, Riley joined her. Kiara gave her an accepting smile and the two women began working to take his clothes off.
“Let us take care of you for now,” Kiara said.
Hunter nodded silently.
It was horrible out there, and it wasn’t quite looking so good in here, either. Brooke was out there, possibly hurt or worse, but hopefully coming home. Innocents were suffering. And there was so much more work to do.
But for right now…
He had this.
Kiara and Riley. And Chloe and Rain when they came to bed.
And that was enough.
Episode 06 will be out June 1st!
Thanks for reading, reviews and ratings are really appreciated!
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