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CHAPTER 1

“Okay, first thing’s first,” Hunter said as they finished cycling through the airlock, “we need to have our little meeting about Yelena.”

“I am ready,” Yelena replied succinctly.

“Then let’s get going. Brooke, Kiara, Riley, come on.”

He had already spoken briefly about it with them, and then he’d called ahead and had the rest of their little...council, for lack of a better word, gather in the control room. As they headed in through the airlock, an immediate hush fell over the people who had gathered there. They had already sent all the refugees inside, and Chloe’s medical team and several volunteers had already taken them elsewhere. It looked like some of the more able-bodied ones had just fallen in with the group already there.

Though everyone now lived downstairs on the second level, (they were just beginning to run out of room and were prepping the third level), it had apparently become custom for people to come up and hang out in the central hallway.

They’d consulted briefly about it, as Hunter and Brooke both had security concerns, but ultimately they’d decided to get everyone to agree to just get the hell out of there in a hurry if anything came knocking on the airlock.

The place had the air of a bar, restaurant, and lounge all in one. There were some forty people spread out, in the midst of talking, eating, drinking, playing card games. But that all had come to an unceremonious halt. That tended to happen whenever Hunter came through the airlock, but he could sense extra tension.

“Maybe you should take off your mask,” he murmured.

Yelena hesitated for a few seconds, then reached up and twisted her mask, then pulled it off.

“This here is Yelena. She is a deer. A spec ops soldier, like me. She’s going to be helping us with our Trinket problem,” Hunter said.

Another pause went by, but it wasn’t very long, and it was like someone had flicked a switch. The tension immediately vanished from the air and almost everyone smiled. Apparently, it was the exact right thing to say, though he’d had a good feeling about it. The Trinkets were the one problem they all weren’t sure about.

The tigers? The wolves? The Warren and its problems? Food and water and medicine? All of those things they could almost certainly tackle.

But the Trinkets?

That was something else entirely, and they had been plagued by that uncertainty ever since they’d learned about them. And the fact that she was a deer, and a spec ops soldier to boot, seemed to be enough for them.

He supposed that made sense. If anyone knew weird tech, it was probably the deer.

Several of them greeted her, smiled and waved, thanked her. Yelena did not seem to know how to respond to this, looking like...Hunter almost laughed loudly. Like a deer in the headlights. Thankfully, he had an excuse to keep her moving.

“You’re welcome,” he said when Yelena didn’t reply. “But we need to go have a meeting about it, so…”

He started walking again and the others followed. A few moments later, they were gathered around the conference table in the security HQ with the others, including Lacy and Petra. The atmosphere was cautious, though hopeful.

Well, not entirely. He knew Brooke was still having issues with Yelena, as was Riley, it seemed.

“Convince me you aren’t going to sell our secrets,” Brooke said almost the moment they were all seated. Hunter sighed. “This is our home, Hunter. This is where we’re raising our kits. I need to be sure.”

“There is no such thing as sure, sadly,” Yelena replied, reaching up and pulling her hood down after setting her mask on the table.

“You convinced Hunter.”

“Maybe we can start somewhere a little friendlier…” Kiara murmured.

“No, she is right to question me. You all are. You have no real reason to trust me...beyond the fact that I’ve helped you eliminate the tigers as a threat. All I really have is my word, which I’ve given to Hunter, that I will do my best to conceal that this place even exists.” She paused, sighed. “That is, if I even ever return to my people.”

“Is there some question about that?” Chloe asked.

“The world is collapsing. Has collapsed. I’ve had more close calls on this mission than all other missions in my life. Truly, I am only sitting here now because of luck. Skills and experience and tenacity, yes, but it was luck that I got out of some of those situations alive...is there anything I can do to help you feel like you have some sense of certainty?”

“I’ve got an idea,” Lacy said, and they all turned to face her.

“I’m listening,” Yelena replied.

“I’ve got a tracking device. We had a bunch of them made. They’re specific to the Warren, meant originally to be placed on important tools or mobile equipment, so that it never gets lost. Could put one on you.”

“Does it work outside of the Warren?”

“No.”

“Hmm. What would stop me from simply removing it and leaving it somewhere for a time?”

“Nothing, I suppose.”

Everyone looked to Hunter. He was looking at Yelena.

“I would be willing to do this...provided it isn’t too irritating.”

“You can carry it in a pocket pretty easily,” Lacy replied.

“I will do it.”

“Brooke?” Hunter asked.

His angry rabbit wife was staring at Yelena still. Finally, she sighed, seeming to relax. “I guess that’s going to have to be good enough.”

“If it helps: I promise to help you eradicate the threat of the Trinkets, and to conceal your location and existence,” Yelena said.

Brooke just grunted in response, clearly unhappy with the situation, but knowing that this was probably about as good as it was going to get.

“Okay, so...we satisfied?” Hunter asked. There was a murmur of agreement. “All right, that’s settled. Yelena is working with us and living here in the Warren for the duration. Now, her help comes with a pricetag.”

“That makes sense,” Petra said. “How big of a pricetag?”

“Not particularly, at least not for you all,” Hunter replied. “She helps us with the Trinkets, we help her track down her people’s stolen tech. She’s also willing to help us handle some of the riskier missions. Speaking of which, we’ve got one of those. So I’d like to wrap this up.”

“Hunter...you need to rest,” Kiara said.

“Yeah. You look...kind of bad,” Brooke agreed awkwardly.

“I know, and I will...after this next mission.”

“This mission could go really wrong,” Brooke murmured.

“That’s true of them all,” he replied.

“What actually is this next mission?” Chloe asked.

“Yelena wants to go cut through the door we found in the Trinket cave. Personally, I’ve been itching to get in there myself. It’s a bit of a hike, and there might be a fight on the other end of it, but I’m going to take Riley and Brooke with me. If it looks too dicey, we’ll throw some bombs in there and blow it all to hell.”

They didn’t look particularly pleased with the answer, but it seemed to satisfy them.

“Now, in the spirit of expedience, given we’ve got fifty new refugees to get sorted and I want to do my mission, did anything happen at the Warren while we were gone that needs to be brought up?”

“Nothing on my end,” Lacy said.

“Nothing of significance,” Chloe said, and the others agreed.

Hunter rose to his feet. “Perfect! In that case, I’m going to grab some breakfast, rearm, and then head out. Yelena, why don’t you stick with me for now?” He looked at Riley and Brooke. “You’ve got forty five minutes.”

“Understood,” Brooke replied.

Hunter wondered if maybe he should give them longer, they both looked tired, but they also looked determined. And something was telling him this mission was probably going to be a bust. He wasn’t sure, but that’s what his instincts were saying.

“This way.”

He led her over to the armory and unlocked it.

“I would...appreciate my own armory. That only I have access to,” Yelena said as she followed him in.

“You’ll have it,” he replied, setting his weapons down on the nearest table and getting out of his pack and vest. “For now, you can leave your stuff here.” She hesitated. “Realistically, this is the most secure place in the Warren. And I can’t give you the code.”

She sighed, but agreed, setting her things down on another table. Once they had everything off, Hunter led her back out, secured the door behind them, then took her to the mess hall. Yelena stuck close to him. He noticed she didn’t put her mask back on, though she did bring it with her. She said nothing as they went up to the serving line. It was around ten in the morning now and he found Rain with some of her staff there.

“Hunter!” she cried, tossing aside her apron and coming around to greet him. She leaped up into his arms, hugging and kissing him. “I missed you way too much.”

“I missed you, too,” he replied. “You gonna be available in about four to six hours?”

“I can be. Why? Also, oh, wow. Hi. You’re a deer. And new,” she said, looking over at Yelena.

Hunter laughed. “Babe, this is Yelena. She’s a spec ops soldier. She’s going to help us. She’s here tracking stolen deer tech. Yelena, this is Rain, one of my mates.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Yelena replied, a little stilted.

“You, too!” She looked back to Hunter, then frowned. “You’re leaving again immediately, aren’t you?”

“Uh…”

“Hunter!” she groaned.

“I’m sorry! This is the-”

“Sacrifice we have to make, I know, I know. I’m fucking tired of sacrifices,” she groused.

“I know, love. But this is what we have to do. We’re investigating the Trinkets. But I’ll be back. In about four to six hours. Ideally.”

“Okay, okay,” she replied, getting down and straightening her hair. “I, uh, have to get back to work. Getting started on lunch now. I bet you’re hungry, though.”

“I am fucking starving,” he replied.

“You?” she asked, looking at Yelena.

“Yes, I require a meal.”

Rain laughed a little. “You...are an interesting person. Well, I set aside some steak and eggs that I managed to make happen. And we’ve got salsa, too!”

“That sounds great, babe. Yelena?”

“That is fine with me,” she replied.

“Okay! Go on! I’ll bring it out,” Rain said, scurrying off back to the kitchen.

Hunter led Yelena over to a corner table, away from the handful of people in the dining area. It was interesting seeing her acting awkward. She had been absolutely stone cold during their mission. He supposed he was kind of the same way, only less so now that he was used to all this.

“You doing all right?” he asked.

“I am fine,” Yelena replied, a little pointedly. He raised an eyebrow and she sighed. “I am...out of my element. I have been traveling alone for months now. This is...a lot to get used to.”

“I’m sorry,” he replied. “I’m just teasing a little bit, and I get that. There are two other halls up here just like the one we came in through, and those are pretty unoccupied. You could stay in one of the rooms there, if you want. Or an apartment downstairs, as those rooms are a little small.”

“One of the upper rooms will be fine,” she replied. “So long as it has a toilet and shower.”

“It does. We’ll get you set up once we get back from this jaunt.”

The conversation died off there, and he expected her to pick it back up, maybe ask questions about the Warren, but she just looked tired. He knew he did, too. They had done so much, but she’d been out here for months, by herself.

And there was so much more to do.

They didn’t say anything until Rain brought the food and then, over the meal, she asked him a few simple questions about the upcoming mission.

And then, before he knew it, the food was gone and it was time to get ready once more.


CHAPTER 2

They ended up cutting their trip in half by heading for a truck they’d stashed.

Though the path on foot was more direct, the truck gave them enough speed that the long way around became the short way. This time, Riley drove with Yelena riding shotgun, while Hunter and Brooke lay together in the truckbed.

“You really trust her?” Brooke asked after they’d been bumping along for about five minutes.

“Enough,” he replied.

“What does that mean?”

“It means...she is a spec ops soldier. She does my job. I...can read her, better than anyone else. And I can tell she’s excellent at her job because even to me, she’s hard to read. But not impossible. It just takes a little bit of time and patience, getting to know her-” Brooke scoffed. “What?”

“Getting to know her, I’m sure you will.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re gonna do the exact same thing to her that you do to all of us.”

He sighed. “I mean...it’s on the table, right? Unless you have a problem with it?”

She responded with a much bigger sigh of her own. “You have to see the problem.”

Hunter opened his mouth to tell her that no, no he didn’t, and he’d appreciate it if she would just fucking tell him. But then he realized why she didn’t want to just tell him, because it was embarrassing to admit, whatever it was. So he closed his mouth and got to thinking. He thought for about five minutes before he had it.

“Oh.”

“What?” she asked.

“You’re threatened because she’s a soldier and so far you’re the only one that could be called a soldier in the group,” he replied. Brooke didn’t say anything, but from the way she pursed her lips and turned her head, looking out over the fields, he knew he’d guessed right. “I’m sorry, Brooke. I...don’t want you to feel threatened by her. I don’t want to feel like what you and I have is at all diminished by her, if we do choose to pursue something like a relationship. You’re locked into my heart, Brooke.”

“You’ll...respect her more.”

He sighed. “That...is a very complicated subject, Brooke. It’s not that simple. It really isn’t. But listen, Brooke, if you really don’t want me doing anything with her, I won’t.”

She looked at him, her expression an odd mixture of hopeful and sour. “Really?”

“Of course.”

She stared at him for another moment, then groaned and looked away. “Fuck, why does this have to be so difficult!?”

“Emotions are difficult.”

“Fucking...ugh, I hate them. I’m not going to stand in your way.”

“I don’t know if that’s the best choice.”

“Is it not? Am I not doing the right thing? Not getting in my mate’s way just because of my unreasonable emotions?”

“Whether or not they’re unreasonable doesn’t quite factor into this, I think. Your feelings aren’t bullshit and you’re still feeling them regardless. I’m not going to make a decision that will make you suffer like that.”

“...split the difference?” she suggested.

“Okay, what’s that mean?”

“How about you try to rut with her once and then we see how I feel? I can handle that, at least. I don’t care if you fuck her.”

He snorted. “Well, that’s good to know at least. And, honestly, I doubt we’ll even get there. But even if we do, I can’t imagine her wanting to be mated to me.”

“Why? You’re perfect for her.”

“...maybe. But...fuck, I dunno.”

“Sorry, I don’t mean to complicate things. But does that sound good?”

“If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure about that at least.”

“Okay, then.”

He thought she would say more, but instead, Brooke took his hand, laced their fingers, and rolled her head onto his shoulder. She didn’t say anything the rest of the way there. Only, at some point, it dawned on him that she was saying something.

She was saying she loved him.

And he was saying it back.

…

“That was a rather intimidating door,” Yelena murmured halfway through Riley’s cutting.

“Yep, nice to see it getting cut,” Hunter replied.

They fell silent, their weapons at the ready. They were prepared for something bad to happen. Hunter was beginning to wonder about the intelligence of doing this now instead of waiting. It occurred to him that he wanted to impress Yelena. Or, at the very least, not deny her anything that was a reasonable ask.

Maybe this hadn’t been a reasonable ask.

Well, too late now.

Riley was finishing up the job now. Hunter tensed, his assault rifle in hand. He and Yelena had geared up. She’d added a sawed-off shotgun and a pistol that fired armor-piercing rounds to her arsenal, and replaced her SMG.

Temporarily, she had said, almost defensively.

He imagined hers was pretty beat to shit, and even deer tech had its limits.

The slab of metal fell inwards, sides glowing red. Hunter’s body tensed in anticipation and...there was nothing. Just another dark stretch of rocky tunnel. It curved out of sight in a hard right about fifteen feet in. Their lights threw madly swaying shadows across the walls.

“Okay, I’m leading,” Hunter said quietly. “Yelena, you take the rear. Riley and Brooke, stay between us, keep quiet.”

They all responded affirmatively and Hunter led them into the darkness.

The way immediately felt claustrophobic, the walls and ceiling too close. Hunter found himself envisioning mechanized corpses stalking or staggering through this place, twitching and leaking and whirring. Going about their dark deeds. What were they driving towards? What was their goal? That was something he’d never been able to answer.

‘Make more’ seemed less like an endgame and more like a way to achieve it. They seemed to be attacking everyone indiscriminately. If any of them had pressed him for an answer, he would have said that his best guess was it was some foreign power, some other nation that had cooked up something and set it up here as a test, probably to destabilize an enemy city.

He didn’t quite believe it, though.

There was just something about the Trinkets, something about all their encounters, the little bit of tech he’d seen, the non-hostile actions they’d come across, and the Trinkets themselves that just did not add up. And it wasn’t just that it was an experiment gone wrong, either. That scenario would make sense, even. That it was an experiment by another government being tested here, and it had gotten out of hand.

But his gut told him that he was missing something important. The obvious problem being, he had no fucking idea what that might be.

The tunnel broadened suddenly into a much larger cavern with a vague domed shape. The stench of old blood and machine oil came to him a bit more intensely now, but it was still faint. He played his light across the way, sizing it up, prepared for some awful thing to come lurching out of the shadows at him to skin and gut him.

But the cavern was empty.

Besides the obvious foot traffic in the dirt and the handful of scrap metal and bits of old flesh scattered across the ground, there was nothing to see.

“Well, this sucks,” Brooke muttered as they joined him.

“I see three tunnels,” Hunter said. “Let’s get them cleared.”

It was slow, anxious work, but they did it.

Hunter took Brooke and Yelena went with Riley and they each picked a tunnel. Progress was slow but at least pretty steady. Hunter was ready to stop at the first sign of a trap or anything similar, but his nightvision kept revealing nothing. And then more nothing. And then more after that.

Just varied prints in the dirt, some blood, some scrap metal, the occasional piece of flesh, rotted and ugly.

His tunnel terminated in another cavern, this one smaller. Judging by the indents in the ground, it looked like they’d had some kind of setup here. Probably one similar to what they’d had back in the original set of caves. He came back with Brooke to find Yelena and Riley already waiting.

“Nothing, dead end,” Yelena said, a little tersely.

He wondered if she was annoyed at not finding anything or just stressed from the environment. Hunter just nodded and led the group down the final tunnel. It quickly began sloping up. After a few twists and turns, they passed through another small, vacant cavern and then into another tunnel that ultimately brought them back to the surface.

“Fuck,” Yelena muttered as she looked around.

“They could’ve gone anywhere,” he muttered. “And it’s been days since we hit them.”

“Let me see if I can find a trail,” Yelena replied, and immediately set off.

They all helped her look, as they all had a certain level of skill at tracking, but after almost twenty minutes, they turned up nothing.

“So...now what?” Riley asked.

“This is a dead end,” Yelena replied after a measured silence. “Now we go home and rest.”

“Good idea,” Brooke said.

Hunter sighed quietly. It was going to be a long walk back.

…

“So, this is what they look like,” Hunter said, stepping out of the way after opening the door.

Yelena walked in. He saw her head swivel left, right, then she walked over and opened the first of the two doors in the room, finding a small, empty closet. She opened the next and walked into the small bathroom. He heard her turn on the sink, the shower, flush the toilet, then she reemerged.

“This will be sufficient,” she said.

“Good. Uh, I’m gonna be keeping this radio on me at all times,” Hunter replied, tapping the headset he still wore. “If it’s not on my head, it’ll be in earshot. So if anything comes up, you can reach me.”

Yelena raised one eyebrow. “A direct line of communication to the man in charge? What exactly did I do to earn that honor?”

...was she flirting with him?

Hunter just chuckled. “I’m not exactly in charge. You met everyone who’s in charge in that meeting.”

“It’s clear they look to you as their guiding star. But thank you. If there is nothing more, I need sleep now.”

“Um...no, nothing I can think of. You know where everything is. If nothing comes up, we’ll regroup tomorrow, oh eight hundred, yeah?”

“Yes.”

He lingered for a moment, almost sure that there was something left unsaid between them, though he couldn’t tell if she was expecting him to say it or she herself would say it, whatever it was, and then he turned and left.

Yelena was still a very hard woman to read.

That lethargy was worse than ever and Hunter knew that he had pushed himself to his limits. Stupid. Very stupid. He should’ve been doing that mission tomorrow, or at least tonight. He’d been going too hard and he needed a break.

He needed sleep.

As he began walking towards the stairs that would take him down to the next level, Hunter considered the reality of asking Yelena for at least tomorrow off. It was strange, having someone around like her. He couldn’t order her, and he couldn’t make her, so he’d have to bargain with her. Or at least convince her.

Or, hell, maybe just asking was enough. Maybe he was just being paranoid.

But Yelena put him in a paranoid frame of mind. Not necessarily because he thought she was going to turn on him, but more because…

Hunter suppressed a groan as he realized what the real issue was. He wanted her approval. Why? Well, because she was like him. She was the only person in this world he’d met who was anywhere close to his level.

She knew, she understood, she’d been in the mud and the shit and the blood with bullets arcing overhead, running on no sleep and no food, bleeding from one or two wounds, desperately trying to finish whatever insane fucking objective in whatever unreasonable, godforsaken location she’d found herself in.

He hadn’t known that he’d missed that connection.

Hunter realized he was back at his apartment. He walked in, looked around, found the living room empty. Kitchen, too. He walked back to the bedroom, his footsteps heavy, and peered into the second bedroom. It was easy to hear the phantom call of children’s laughter, kids running and playing, arguing with each other, crying, asking endless questions.

He was going to be a father.

With each day that passed, Hunter found himself wishing less that he had his memories back. There was enough of him left that he was who he was, and he was becoming someone new. Someone that...he actually liked. For the most part. But sometimes he did wonder if he really wanted to be a father back before all this happened.

Hunter felt the lethargy hit him again and knew he needed to sleep. He’d already told the others that’s what he was doing. As he walked into the bedroom, he found two rabbit girls waiting for him, nude beneath the covers.

“It took you long enough,” Diane said.

“Yeah,” Rain agreed.

Hunter laughed and sat down heavily on the bed, then began unlacing his boots. “I’m not sure if I have the energy.”

“Well, we can just cuddle, you know,” Diane replied.

He looked at her. She wasn’t joking.

“We are here for you, Hunter,” she added.

He smiled and went back to getting his boots off. “I really, deeply appreciate that. Both of you. That being said...whatever we do, I need a shower.”

Diane laughed. “Yes, my dear, you do.”


CHAPTER 3

When Hunter opened his eyes, he felt a lot better.

He also had a lot more company. The huge bed that took up almost half of his bedroom was home to several sleeping bunny girls. And one wolf girl.

And most of them were pregnant.

With his kits.

That thought sent a shock of lust through him that felt immensely powerful. Most of them were showing now, some more than others. Rain and Nicole were obviously pregnant. Chloe and Kiara weren’t far behind them.

Hunter was curled up against a very naked, very soft, very hot Rain. She felt incredible as he ran a hand down one arm and then shifted to cup one huge, soft breast. Her tits were definitely bigger now. She’d been complaining recently that she couldn’t find a bra that fit any longer. As he felt the weight of her big breast in his hand, her nipple pressing into his palm, he felt the lust increase even more.

She came awake as he shifted and rolled her onto her back, lifting himself with his other hand and getting her beneath him.

“Hunter…” she murmured.

He turned on his nightvision and saw her sleepy face. She was smiling.

“Hello, love,” he replied softly. “I’m in a mood.”

“Oh? I think I know what kind of mood…” she replied, and he felt her hands slip down until they wrapped around his erection. “I knew it. I’m in a similar mood.”

“Well, let’s not waste any time then.”

He kissed her as he plunged into her sweet, wet perfection. They both groaned together in shared bliss as he began stroking into her, the pleasure immediate and overwhelming.

“Harder…” she moaned once she got her breath back.

“You asked for it,” he growled, and then started hammering her.

She moaned loudly, causing several of the others to wake up. Well, couldn’t be helped. Hunter was surprised to find that he was struggling to hold onto his orgasm. He kept staring down at her buxom, nude body, her huge breasts swaying with the rhythm of their sex, his dick disappearing into her sweet pussy again and again, and…

Her belly. Oh God, he could see how pregnant she was now. She was the most obvious of the group. She was a little over a month pregnant but she looked over halfway there. The sight filled him with an absurd, almost frightening lust.

“Oh! Oh! OH FUCK, HUNTER!” Rain cried as she began orgasming hard, her whole body convulsing as her strong inner muscles squeezed and massaged his rigid length, a gush of her wonderful sex juices spraying out of her.

And that was as long as he lasted. He cried out as a hard spurt of his seed ejected out of him and began filling her up, a hot pulse of unthinkable bliss rushing through his entire body. The rapture was powerful, overwhelming, and he let it. He felt his hips jerking, and Rain screaming in pleasure each time, a fresh burst of his hot seed jetting out of him again and again.

Then he was finished, and Rain lay beneath him, gasping for breath.

“Holy shit,” she whispered.

Hunter looked around. He was still horny, sort of out of his mind horny. He looked to his right and found Brooke and Kiara. Brooke was sucking on one of Kiara’s breasts, her hand between her slim, fit thighs, pleasuring her.

She saw him look and grinned at him, then stopped fingering her and pulled her leg to one side. He grinned and shifted over to her, then he was inside of Kiara and the ecstasy resumed. She cried out as he began stroking into her. He could see her belly, too, the roundness of it. Could see the fullness of her breasts, her hips. Now that he was looking down at her again, he realized her thighs were actually thicker.

Hunter pressed his thumb against her clit and began rubbing it vigorously as he fucked her and Brooke kept sucking on one of her nipples while playing with the other one. Kiara was gasping for breath now, incoherent sounds of pleasure coming out of her mouth as she thrashed and writhed under the immense pressure of pleasure.

He had her orgasming in about twenty seconds, and then he began fucking her harder and faster, pushing himself towards his own climax. He felt some strange surplus of sexual energy pulsing inside of him and he needed to burn it off. As he finished filling Kiara up with his seed, he began looking around, and Brooke grabbed him.

“My turn,” she said, and pulled him towards herself.

Hunter ended up on his back with Brooke atop him, looking powerful and sexy, and then she was spearing herself with his cock and he was losing himself to the sex once again.

…

Hunter stepped out into the glare of the main corridor feeling a lot better.

He still felt a kind of weariness somewhere deep inside, a kind of incorporeal fog that clung to the inside of his skull, but it was greatly diminished since yesterday. And he had the idea (the hope, really) that it was going to be gone by tomorrow, and he’d be ready to get back to work.

The place was busier than usual, and the buzz and hum of conversation louder.

They had gotten a lot of rabbits here, and he smiled as he thought that. Saving people, getting them somewhere safe and comfortable, felt a lot better than executing a dozen tigers. Or, in his case, five hundred plus.

Hunter put that thought out of his head and began making for the messhall. He was alone for now. After his morning fun, he’d lost several of the women to responsibilities. Kiara, Riley, Chloe, Rain, and Diane all had things they needed to get up and do. He’d discovered that it was somewhere around seven in the morning, and that he’d apparently managed to sleep through the rest of yesterday and all of last night.

Brooke, having been through enough during their last outing, opted to stay in bed. Nicole had decided she wanted to stay in for the day and catch up on some reading. So, after a shower and a fresh change of clothes, Hunter decided to tackle his immense hunger.

He found his mind trying to organize as he moved down the hall, shifting between the others who he shared the Warren with. But as he arrived at the kitchen and caught the smell of steak and eggs once again, he realized he didn’t need to. Or maybe that he shouldn’t. That he should let himself wander through the day.

Before heading for the line, he finally slipped the radio into his ear. Though he paused before doing so, seeing it was already transmitting. Hmm, he must’ve done so without realizing it. “Hey, Yelena, you up yet?”

A pause. “I am.” She sounded...amused? Hard to tell for sure.

“You want to get breakfast with me? I’m downstairs in the messhall for apartment block three.”

“Yes. I’ll be down shortly.”

“I’ll be here.”

Rain was already behind the serving line, smiling at him. “I’m surprised you have any energy left,” she murmured.

“A very long sleep recharges me,” he replied.

She laughed. “Apparently. I’m pretty sure we all got a turn. Although some of us clearly wanted more.”

“Yeah…” Riley and Brooke and Diane had all said he needed to track them down at some point later in the day for more fun. “You wanna take a break? Eat with me?”

“I already ate, but yes. They have things basically under control here,” Rain replied, taking off her apron.

He grabbed three steaks, a heap of scrambled eggs, a heap of hashbrowns, some chili for the hashbrowns and some salsa for the eggs, then a big glass of milk, and headed for an unoccupied corner table. Rain sat down across from him.

“Where are these coming from, anyway?” Hunter asked.

“They’re not really eggs. They’re just-add-water eggs.”

“Oh. That makes sense.” He ate one of the steaks and some of the eggs. “You want to do something today? Like, something...simple?”

“Yes,” she replied, and jumped on it like she’d been waiting for it. He felt bad, because she probably had. “Take a walk through the woods with me.”

“Okay, I can do that. Just the two of us?”

“Yes. Just the two of us.”

“All right. How long before you could do that?”

She glanced back at the kitchen. “Maybe half an hour?”

“Okay. Finish up what you need to do and we can have that walk.”

“Thank you!” Rain gave him a quick kiss and then scurried off back to the kitchen.

Hunter chuckled as he watched her go. Then he noticed Yelena enter the dining area and make a beeline for him. He thought she looked very out of place. And not just because she was a spec ops deer in a Warren full of civilian rabbits. She was wearing a blue sweatshirt and a pair of gray cargo pants with some red sneakers. He thought she would be embarrassed or unhappy or at the very least stoic, but she walked up to his table with a sly smile.

“Hey, uh...what’s up?” he asked as she slipped smoothly into Rain’s seat.

Yelena simply sat there smiling at him. Actually, it had somehow transformed into a smirk.

“Got something to say?” he prodded finally, going back to his food.

“You were transmitting,” she replied.

For a moment, he wasn’t sure what she meant. Then he remembered that he’d found his radio on before he’d put it on his ear. “Oh, yeah. Sorry about that. Although you couldn’t have heard that much given I must’ve hit it on accident when I grabbed it after a shower.”

“I heard plenty,” she replied.

His next bite was halfway to his mouth before he connected the pieces. He looked up at her. She looked even more satisfied and amused.

“Oh.”

Shit. How long had it been on? He was sure he’d turned off the transmission before he’d gone to sleep, but the button was kind of easy to hit...one of the girls must have hit it at some point.

“Oh, indeed. You have a lot of stamina.”

He chuckled awkwardly and put his fork down, then sighed and groaned, putting his head down on the table.

“Are you truly embarrassed?” she asked.

“It’s...a weird situation,” he replied.

“I’m surprised you aren’t angry.”

“I mean, it’s not like it’s your fault.”

“It is my fault that I listened to all of it.”

He groaned again and straightened back up. “Okay, exactly when did it start transmitting?”

“I’m not sure. I do know that I was just stepping out from a shower when I heard the sounds and began listening. I know that it went on for quite a while. And I could have stopped listening but I...did not want to. I do apologize if that was the wrong choice, but between getting used to spying on people and my absolute lack of any sexual activity of any kind for six months now, including masturbation, I found it difficult to stop.”

“Wow. That’s...remarkably honest for a spec ops soldier.”

She sighed. “I’m tired of holding everything in. You’re the first spec ops soldier I’ve been able to communicate with, even via text, in the past four months.”

“Fair. Also, I’ll only be upset if the others are. I’ll have to talk to them about it, but I know for a fact Rain, Diane, and Nicole won’t mind. They’ll probably be happy about it. The rest...I’ll have to ask them, but they probably won’t be upset. With you, they’ve already, uh…”

“Already what?” she asked.

Hunter tossed it around in his mind for a moment, how to approach her about this, then made the decision that he usually made: fuck it.

“So, now that the ice is broken, uh...you wanna have sex?” he asked.

She looked surprised, though only mildly. She leaned back in her chair and studied him for a few seconds. “Yes,” she said finally. “I do. I’ll need a day or two, though, to...prepare myself to return to the realm of physical contact. Especially contact so intimate. But yes. You’re the only one I’m interested in being with, though, so if any of your girls was feeling hopeful, I’m afraid I must dash their desires.”

“Fair enough. And what I was going to say was that they’ve already decided they’re fine with us having sex together.”

“Interesting, but I suppose that follows, logically.” She glanced back at the food. “I wish to get breakfast. When I return, will you tell me your story? From when you got here to now?”

“Yes,” he replied, glancing at Rain, “but only until she comes over. I’ve promised her a walk outside.”

“I accept these terms,” Yelena replied, then stood and walked away.

Hunter watched her go. Damn, did she have a hot ass. It was surprisingly full for her thin frame. He wondered what she looked like naked, then went back to eating.

…

It was actually decent outside.

The sky was mostly clear, the sun was out, and everything was melting. Rain was in a good mood. Hunter was slightly less so, happy as he was to be out here with her.

“Rain, uh...I wanted to say that I’m sorry, for not being around more. For not spending enough time with you,” he said.

She looked at him, then sighed. “Hunter, come on, you don’t have to apologize for that. You are out there literally saving lives and killing assholes. I know you’d rather be here, I know you’d spend more time with me if you could. I’m not feeling neglected, I’m just lonely. I mean, lonely for you, but I know it isn’t your fault.”

“I still feel bad about it.”

“I know, and that sucks, but what can we do? Like you said earlier, we just have to endure. And this is working out well...as far as apocalypses go.”

“It is,” he admitted. “We’ve been lucky.”

“If it helps, I forgive you, even if I don’t think you need to be forgiven.”

“It does help.”

She smiled and took his hand. For a time, they walked along a path that he knew would loop back to the Warren’s entrance. It felt good. Serene. It almost felt normal. He’d noticed that he couldn’t hear gunshots anymore, except for the occasional distant crack. No explosions. He wondered if that one wolf bastard had actually done what he’d wanted. Hopefully the wolves were cleaning up the tigers and the Trinkets.

And losing a lot of soldiers in the process.

He could hear the birds, a small creek nearby, the wind through the trees. Could feel it whispering across his skin. He thought of Yelena for a moment, or rather was forced to. She was magnetic. Now that they’d plainly discussed it, he found himself desperately craving her. Which was saying something, given what he’d done this morning.

Hunter couldn’t know for sure, but he suspected that he’d always been attracted to women like that. Competent, fierce, icy, just a little sadistic.

“You’re thinking about Yelena, aren’t you?” Rain asked.

He chuckled. “Um...how’d you know?”

“I mean, you two talked the whole time I was wrapping up. And I mean, she is crazy hot.”

“Yeah. She, uh...overheard our...fun, this morning.”

Rain snorted. “How!? Was she spying on us?”

“Not on purpose. Someone bumped my radio and it was connected to hers and it began to transmit, so…”

“Oh my God, that’s hilarious. And hot...are you going to fuck her?”

“Yes. We spoke of it. In about two or three days we’ll find some time. Also, sadly, she does not have any interest in women.”

“That sucks,” Rain groaned. “I was really hoping to play with you and her at the same time.”

“Same, honestly.”

“Well, just make sure you get some time in with everyone today. I mean real time. Something like this.”

“I very much intend to. I’m going to be gone again for several days starting tomorrow.”

“Yes, but let’s not talk about that right now.”

Hunter nodded and kissed the back of her hand, then kept walking.

There was a lot ahead of him, but for now, he had this.


CHAPTER 4

Hunter hated feeling like a liar.

He kept thinking back to Rain’s words, about how she knew he always wanted to be around the Warren with them. Maybe his agreement hadn’t been a lie, exactly, but it certainly wasn’t the truth. He wanted to be out here.

Just not all the time.

He pushed the thoughts from his mind as he walked alongside Yelena through the dead forest. Yesterday, he told himself, had been good. A very solid day, a win for all of them. It had taken some maneuvering and persistence, but he’d managed to get in a good hour with every last one of his mates. And with Lilia, too, who wasn’t quite his mate but wasn’t exactly not his mate, either.

When he’d woken up an hour ago, he’d been feeling even more refreshed than yesterday, and he had been somewhat desperate to keep getting things done.

They’d woken early and he’d hurried through breakfast to get suited up. He’d told Kiara to get everyone organized and prepped to have their next big meeting. There was information he needed for this next part, but that was always true, he supposed.

Presently, they were heading northeast. Yelena had been studying the map of the forest and she had shown him a rough location she wanted to be brought to, in order to allow her drone to get the largest and most efficient range.

They were hunting for deer tech.

Luckily, Hunter recognized the spot and knew how to get there. And with just him and her, they were making good time.

He was hoping to have this wrapped up before noon, though he knew that was a bit of a stretch.

On the other hand, they were both very efficient.

“How are you feeling?” he asked as he led her along a creek.

It was somewhere in the fifties again and the sound of running water was very soothing.

“I am functional,” Yelena replied.

“That isn’t what I asked.”

She was quiet for a long moment. He couldn’t read her because she was in full tactical gear, her face completely hidden.

Finally, she sighed softly. “I am...less tired. I feel...better. I must admit, being among people again, having a more secure place of my own, and working alongside someone familiar with the job has lifted my spirits considerably.”

“That’s good.”

“Yes…” She looked over at him. “You are a curiosity.”

He chuckled. “Well, that’s one way to describe me.”

“Not for the obvious reasons, but for how you are with them.”

“My mates?”

“Yes. Normally those in our line of work don’t take on mates. Or, if they do, the relationship is often...strained. Or completely artificial. Or distant. But seeing you with them...you clearly love them, and they clearly love you. How do you do it?”

“How do I get past the fact that a common side effect of our profession tends to kill off the part of us that allows us to love and be loved?”

“Yes.”

“I...am not sure,” he admitted. “I think I was given a gift by happenstance when I was sent here. I lost a lot of my memories. Maybe that somehow erased the damage? I don’t know. It isn’t always as easy as it seems, but I must admit that it’s a lot easier than I thought it would be.”

“Maybe you belong here, in this universe, on this version of Terras,” Yelena murmured.

“I have considered that, in that I’m just better suited here. The problem is that I just don’t have enough information from my past life to truly make that assessment.”

“If you could go back, would you?”

He snorted. “Fuck no, I wouldn’t. I’ve got seven amazing mates and one probably waiting in the wings and no fucking oversight and a very clear and obvious objective.”

“That makes sense...who is the one waiting in the wings?” she asked.

Was that a note of caution in her voice?

He chuckled. “Not you, don’t worry. Lilia. She’s figuring out if she wants a relationship, but she knows she wants sex and to have my kits.”

“Oh. I had assumed she was your mate as well...hmm. Well, yes, since we are on the subject, I...even if I stayed, I do not know if I am capable of having a sustained relationship any longer.”

“How about one ninth of a sustained relationship?” he asked.

She looked over at him, still invisible behind her gasmask. “Are you propositioning me?”

“I’m...letting you know that the door is open.”

“Why?”

“I’m extremely attracted to you.”

She snorted, then looked away. They were silent for a while longer, the only sounds those of nature, and of the occasional noises they made moving along the topography. Hunter wondered if he’d said the wrong thing, but his instincts told him she was just processing. A few minutes later, he brought them to a halt in a small clearing surrounded by dead, swaying trees.

“This is it,” he said.

“This will do fine then,” she murmured, reaching into her pack and extracting a small sphere. She sighed quietly as she began operating it.

“What?”

“This will destroy the drone, as it is not quite meant for this. But it is the most effective tool for the job.”

“That sucks. Could’ve been useful.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky, find another drone.”

“Maybe.”

She finished working on it and then tossed it up into the air. He watched it go.

“Remember what I said,” he murmured, his assault rifle in hand.

“I do,” she replied, her own armor-piercing pistol now in her grasp.

He still remembered the last time they’d used a drone, and had actually suggested they consider using it as bait. Something Yelena had agreed to. She wanted the opportunity to study another Trinket up close and personal.

There was a flash from overhead and a faint, muffled wump that seemed to blanket the area. Then, immediately on its heels, a small explosion.

“Data incoming,” Yelena murmured, no doubt reading it over the inside of her mask.

Hunter waited, keeping a sharp eye out and an ear open for signs of Trinkets. Or anyone else who might come knocking. He waited, stood around, waited longer. After a few minutes, he began a simple patrol along the perimeter of the clearing.

Yelena stood stock still in its center, not saying anything. He looked out into the woods. Thoughts drifted lazily through his head as he waited. Could he ever go running through these woods with his kits? Take them on camping trips? Fishing?

Hunter paused as he realized something. He’d never actually thought about how many kits he was going to have. He began adding them up. Kiara was having twins, Chloe was having triplets, Brooke was having five kits…

“Oh God,” he moaned.

“What? What do you see?” Yelena replied immediately.

“Nothing. Sorry. I just...realized how big my family is going to be.”

“Really? Just this moment?”

He sighed. “It’s been very busy and I sort of lost track of everything. But I was just sitting here adding up all my kits and just...oh man.”

“How many?” The amusement in her voice was plain.

“Seventeen.”

“Wow, Hunter. I am impressed...is the wolf pregnant?” she asked.

He looked at her. “You know her name, Yelena.”

“Fair. Is Riley pregnant?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“She doesn’t want to be.”

“That’s very understandable...and I have a plan for today. There are just three pieces of deer tech within the vicinity, and the first one is within walking distance. This way.”

She left the clearing, bearing north.

Hunter frowned, unsure about heading further north. That was where the wolves always seemed to be. Although he had to admit, he was curious to see their general state nowadays.

“Would you impregnate me? If you could?” Yelena asked suddenly.

“...wait, ask that again,” Hunter replied.

“What could possibly be distracting you? Are you looking at my ass?”

“Maybe.”

She laughed. “Answer the question.”

“I seriously didn’t catch that.”

She laughed again. “Would you impregnate me if you could?”

“If I could? Do you mean, if you asked?”

“Yes.”

“Then yes, I would.”

“Interesting. How would your mates feel about this?”

“We’ve spoken of it. I’m more or less free and clear to decide who I want to rut and mate with. I mean, we talk about it, but usually that just annoys them. Most of them seem to like it whenever I’m...spreading my seed.”

“Is there ever dissent?”

“Yes, sometimes.”

“Was there dissent for me and you rutting?”

“A little.”

“Brooke?”

“Yeah.”

“She is threatened by me...I wish she wasn’t. In truth, part of me envies her.”

“...wow.”

“What?”

“You must really like me, I imagine most people on this planet couldn’t get that out of you.”

“Perhaps. But more to the point, I respect what you two have. She is a warrior. You are a warrior.” She was silent for a moment. “Well, regardless, it does not matter. I cannot procreate. I chose to be sterilized. I’m a little surprised you didn’t.”

“I think I was maybe holding onto the notion of being a father someday. Putting down the rifle someday.”

“Fair. And I suppose you were right.”

“I sure hope so,” he muttered. “A lot of this depends on how effectively I can secure this region. So far it’s going well. Shockingly well. But it could get a whole hell of a lot worse very quickly.”

“This is always true.”

“Yeah.”

They fell silent again and he followed Yelena along a path, winding between the skeletal trees, beneath the pale blue skies. He listened yet still for gunshots, and though he occasionally heard some, mostly he heard the wind and bird calls. They came to a large boulder and began moving around it, then Yelena stopped, looked around, and went along the boulder’s periphery.

“Ah,” she said.

Hunter joined her. Behind the boulder, among a tangle of bushes, was a black and silver case. She retrieved it and then crouched with it on the ground. Hunter watched with interest as she selected a thin, shiny tool and slipped it into a nearly invisible hole along the case’s right side. There was a snap and it popped open, revealing a shiny blue brick of technology. Gold, silver, and emerald lines ran along its surface.

“Looks heavy,” he muttered.

“It is,” Yelena replied, picking it up and turning it over in her grasp.

“What is it?”

She was silent for a moment as she continued studying it. A few seconds later, seemingly satisfied, she returned it to its cushioned place and snapped the case closed.

“It is a motherboard for a-” She said a word he didn’t understand. Man, it had been a while since that had happened.

“A what? That didn’t translate.”

She shrugged out of her backpack. “A large, powerful aerial vehicle. Military in nature. I imagine someone was trying to reverse engineer this.”

“What will you do with it?” he asked as she slipped the case into her pack, pulled it back into place, and regained her feet.

“Secure it, for now. I need to think on it a bit longer, see what my long-term goals look like.”

“Okay. Now what?”

“Now we go west.”

…

They went west, deeper into wolf territory.

Hunter was more switched on and alert, especially after they found a few dead tigers and wolves. The bodies were scattered, lying in random poses, broken in death. It looked like it had been a pretty typical firefight, maybe a day or two old, and already stripped of supplies.

He had to admit, it felt good to move with just Yelena again. They worked together in perfect synchronicity, never needing to actually speak. They just knew. It felt good in a way he had yet to feel on this side of the portal.

They passed a few more battle sites, following a tracking device that Yelena had built into her suit. Now that the drone had painted the region, she could pinpoint it with stunning accuracy. As they drew close, they came across another battlefield, this one a bit bigger.

It looked like two wolf packs had come across a decent-sized tiger squad. And then all-out madness had broken loose. The trees around the area were chewed up, several of them missing branches from random shots in the crossfire. There were easily twenty corpses within view, flung in random death poses, some still holding onto their guns, some with eyes open, all of them still and silent as stones.

“Hunter…” Yelena murmured softly.

“Yeah?” he replied, hunting for survivors.

“I’ve never actually asked this question of anyone before, but...do you think it makes me insane that I think there is something beautiful about something like this? Not really in a gruesome way, but in a kind of...artistic way?”

“No, I get it,” Hunter replied. “I know exactly what you mean. Like it’s a...a painting, or something. I guess I’ve always thought of them as movie posters. Fucked if I’d go see those movies, though,” he muttered.

“Yes, there is something equally repellent and alluring about it. Some impossible thing of being pushed and pulled at the same time. I hate it, but I also kind of love it.”

“I get why you wouldn’t want to ask that of anyone. I...probably wouldn’t ask that of any of my mates.”

“Well, I guess be glad you have me, then. I will answer weird questions, if you’ve got them.”

“I might have one,” Hunter said, and they began advancing on the field of death. “Do you ever feel like...you’re a monster, a bloodthirsty monster, and there’s this part of you that fucking loves murdering people, and you have to fight it?”

She was silent for a long moment, and it felt long indeed.

“Yes,” she replied quietly, then cleared her throat. “I do struggle with that, myself.”

“Do you think all of us do?”

“No. Most, but not all. I know some people who...feel nothing. Truly. Or, others who actually let it happen. They become the people we are often sent to kill. Which makes you wonder about those people. How many of the people we kill are just like us, just doing what needs to be done, only on the other side of the line. But I suppose you’ve already pondered that a lot.”

“I have. Still am. Probably the reason I’m giving the wolves any kind of chance to fuck off,” Hunter grunted as they hunted among the dead.

He stooped to grab whatever looked useful. A pistol. A grenade. Magazines. A medical kit that had flown free of its owner but was still sealed. He saw Yelena crouch by one of the corpses and rifle through its pockets. She came up with a slim silver case and cracked it open, looked inside, then snapped it shut and pocketed it as she stood.

“That it?” he asked.

“Yes. The next one is close, too. This way.”

Hunter made a mental note to send a group out here to police up the spare salvage and followed her. They jogged lightly through the woods, heading west now, and slowly became aware of sounds. Talking, machinery, heavy things being set down. A few moments later, they crawled silently up an incline and found themselves looking at a wolf den.

They were in the process of setting it up, and were most of the way finished.

Hunter sighed softly. “They aren’t really learning their lesson,” he muttered. “It’s in there, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Yelena replied.

“Well,” Hunter adjusted his aim, “sucks for them.”

Yelena shifted a little, no doubt zeroing her own sights. “A shame indeed.”


CHAPTER 5

The last piece of deer tech turned out to be another drone.

It was a simple model, but even that was high tech and useful. Once they’d eliminated every wolf at the den, they had picked it over, taking the choicest gear. Hunter made sure to paint his warning across the biggest structure, where it would be most obvious, and this time Yelena helped him in sawing off a few heads and sticking them on poles in the ground.

It was gruesome work, but it had to be effective.

Or maybe not. They were still setting up their damn dens. He wondered what it was going to take to get them to fuck off. Maybe he needed to find the head of this particular snake and chop it off, very publicly.

But that was a problem for the future.

Once they’d gotten what they needed, he and Yelena had headed straight back to the Warren. She was not just ready to help him, but apparently eager. He wondered why that was. Maybe working with someone else had revitalized her.

After they got back and Yelena had secured her stuff and Hunter had secured his, he called a meeting.

“All right,” he said, popping his neck and sitting up straighter, “let’s do this. Chloe, how is everything on the medicinal front?”

“Good,” she replied. Hot damn, she looked nice in her labcoat. She’d trimmed her hair recently and now it sat rather sexily on her, framing her beautiful, pale face in a new way. “We’re well stocked on medications and supplies. Based on current consumption, we should be good for the next six months. Though I do have a list of things I need. Some of them rarer medications or ingredients, some of them parts to help maintain our equipment, and a couple of things I noticed the Warren didn’t come equipped with that we might need.”

“Excellent. I will want that list before I go. Anything else?” She shook her head. “Good. Riley, how are we with food?”

“Still working with Rain to figure it all out exactly and also we need more time for the hydroponics to shake out, but it’s looking good,” she replied. “Our consumption is higher thanks to the fifty new people, but at present we still have enough food stored to get us through winter and some of spring, and, provided things go well with the gardens, it’ll be enough time to get them growing. Theoretically, we can last quite a while on those gardens, but we’re missing some seeds to help with variety, and we have a larger population to consider.”

Hunter frowned. “Yeah, that’s something we’re going to have to actually talk about, as a whole group, once this first wave of kits are born. We can’t just keep popping out kits.”

The others shifted uncomfortably as he said that. “That’s true,” Chloe murmured. “It will be a difficult subject. But we simply don’t have the resources to keep growing indefinitely. Certainly not at the rate we can produce them...how long do you think we’ll have to live down here?”

“At the very least through the winter,” Hunter replied. “After that? I don’t know, we need to see what it looks like. But I could certainly see allowing people to live out on the surface again. We’ve still got the Burrow to consider, and that Evergreen work site could be a nice spot to start building some new homes. But that’s all in the future. Are there any immediate concerns, Riley?”

“No, no immediate concerns.”

“Great.” He turned to Kiara. “How about you? Anything to report? How are the people doing?”

“Well, considering the circumstances,” Kiara replied, “overall, people are happy. We’re still trying to get everyone we found down in the south settled, and some of them are rather...traumatized. At present, we’ve got two therapists and a psychologist, and they’re overwhelmed already. I’ve been putting together an idea to get them some relief, help find them some assistants or particularly empathic people to help just...talk and listen, to those who need it. Otherwise, it’s mostly just the day-to-day administrative issues we’ve been dealing with. Scheduling and housing and making sure everyone is getting what they need, and, if possible, what they want. There’s no big issues right now.”

“Lucky us,” he said, then turned to Lacy. “All right, what do you have for me?”

“Good news and bad news, and what you asked for,” Lacy replied, sliding a tablet across the table to him. “The good news is that between everything we’ve managed to find, steal, and salvage so far, we have the resources to repair one of the main systems: atmospheric processing. Which is very good, because we really need that. But we really need all four of the main systems. Ultimately, the Warren is fueled by power, water, atmosphere processing, and temperature control. We’ve already begun repairs on the atmospheric processor and its sub-systems. The rest are still completely out of commission. Right now, we’ve got about two weeks before the backups run out for the levels we’re occupying.”

“Can we salvage parts from other areas in the Warren? The levels we haven’t occupied yet?” he asked.

“We could, but I’d really rather not. But even then, we still wouldn’t have everything we need. We can machine some of the components ourselves, thanks to the high-tech maintenance bays this place came with, but there are still some fairly crucial components we need that we can’t make and are very hard to find, and we can’t just rig up something else in its place. I’ve put together a list of everything we need that we don’t have and can’t make ourselves, as well as a list of locations where we might find at least some of these items.”

Hunter studied the tablet, jumping straight to the list of locations. He noted that every single one of them was to the west, along the coast or in between it and the forest. The list was a little short. A solar panel field, a wind turbine farm, the fox military outpost, a dockyard, a dam, an airfield. He looked at the accompanying map and put together a plan.

“Okay, this is what I’m thinking.” He had Kiara call up the map on the big screen and walked over to it. “I want to take Yelena, Brooke, and Riley and hit the solar field, then the military outpost, and finally the wind farm. It’ll give us an opportunity to survey the situation west of the forest, and it shouldn’t take more than three or four days.”

There was a general murmur of agreement.

“What if the foxes are still there?” Yelena asked.

“Well, then...we try to make contact and maybe strike up a deal. Maybe they haven’t gone as insane as the wolves and the tigers. Maybe they can offer us resources, maybe some of these rare components. But if it looks too risky, we’ll just let them be. Either way, we’ll return home with the stuff we have and regroup, then prepare for a second journey, this time all the way to the coast.”

“What happens after we find all the parts we need?” Lacy asked.

“Well, after that we’ve just got two more things we need to do: eliminate the wolves and eliminate the Trinkets. And once that is done...I don’t know. Ideally we can just rest and relax in here, making a nice little home for ourselves while we wait out the storm. And keep looking for refugees and resources. Though, that being said, I do have a special assignment for you while I’m gone, Lacy.”

“I’m listening,” she replied, sitting up straighter.

“One of the pieces of deer tech we were out there recovering was another drone. This one has a bit more range and utility. Yelena had graciously offered to not just let us use it, but to train one of us on it. So, for today, Lacy, Yelena will train you on the use of the drone and how to hook it into our systems. I want you to use that drone to scan the entire forest, and then realistically however many miles beyond the forest, in all directions, you think you can manage. You’re looking for people. I want to see who all is left out there. To kill or rescue as necessary.”

“I’m ready to do this,” Lacy replied.

“It won’t take long to teach you, the drone is simple to operate,” Yelena said.

“All right, let’s get this wrapped up and start preparing.”

…

“I must admit, I am impressed with your efficiency,” Yelena said.

“Really?” Hunter replied, then shoved the key in the ignition and started the vehicle up.

“Yes.”

He twisted, looking into the back of the big vehicle they’d found. It had a military look to it and was gray. The wolf ears painted on the sides finished convincing him it was, in fact, a wolf vehicle. They had found it abandoned and in surprisingly good shape near the edge of the forest. After checking it out thoroughly, they determined it was safe to use and loaded up.

The rest of their little squad sat in the back.

“We set?” he asked. The three of them nodded and he turned back around. “Why’s that?” he asked as threw the vehicle into drive and started them on the second leg of their journey.

They had made swift progress through the forest, only encountering a single wolf patrol and managing to avoid it easily enough. If they got lucky, he should be able to get them to the solar field farm within half an hour.

“I suppose it is not your efficiency I am impressed by, but rather that of the group. Rabbits are…” She hesitated, then glanced back briefly over her shoulder.

She still had her mask on, but he could tell she realized she might have just wandered into a minefield.

“What?” Brooke asked. “Rabbits are what, Yelena?”

“...not known for their efficiency,” Yelena replied neutrally, and turned back around.

“Right,” Brooke replied.

“I apologize, I do not intend insult. It is just based on my experience.”

“Uh-huh.”

“She’s telling the truth, Brooke,” Hunter said. “And this isn’t a situation where she’s not-so-subtly burying an insult in a seemingly benign statement. I can tell when she’s lying.”

“No you can’t,” Yelena replied immediately.

“Yes, I can. But furthermore, Brooke has a point that you probably shouldn’t generalize an entire race.”

“That was where I was going to go next,” Brooke muttered.

“I...suppose you have a point. I’m sure that is a facet of how we found ourselves in this present situation, broadly speaking. And no you can’t.”

“Do you have a brother?” Hunter asked.

“What?”

“Do you have a brother?”

“...no.”

“You’re lying.”

A long moment passed. She sighed. “That was a lucky guess.”

“What’s your favorite color?”

She sighed. “Blue.”

“You aren’t lying.”

“Fine, ask another one.”

“How old were you when you lost your virginity?”

“That is rather private information...but sixteen.”

“You’re lying.”

She growled. “How can you tell?”

“Well I’m not going to tell you, Yelena.”

“You are very annoying,” she muttered after a long moment.

“...so how old were you?” Riley asked.

“Twenty two.” A moment of silence went by. “I was not...ready, before then. And the options were...slim pickings.”

“You don’t have to justify it,” Hunter said. “Sorry, I guess that was a rude question. You just…”

“What?” she asked, looking at him more directly now.

“You kind of invite intensity, because you have an air of stoicism. Like nothing bothers you. People want to see if they can bother you. Which is a shitty instinct.”

“Fair, I suppose. I imagine you must invite the same thing.”

“Kinda, yeah. Although I’m a lot scarier. In my mates, however, yes. They love pushing my buttons.”

“We do not!” Riley replied.

“Oh come on, babe. You all fuck with me so much, and then you laugh about it.”

“It is kinda funny,” Brooke murmured. Riley snorted.

“See!” Hunter cried.

“You’re fun to fuck with,” Brooke replied. “And it invokes a...stronger response from you. During...certain activities.”

“Oh, certain activities like when I fuck your brains out?” Brooke made an awkward, exasperated sound, and when he glanced in the rearview, he saw she was blushing. He laughed. “Yeah, two can play at this game.”

“I will at least not be bored with you all around,” Yelena murmured.

“I’m sure it’ll get a lot more entertaining,” Hunter agreed.

He settled in and kept on driving, the rolling plains between the forest and the coast unfolding before them.


CHAPTER 6

Something had changed.

He didn’t actually pick up on it until they had the solar field in view, but something had definitely changed about Yelena. It was subtle, and he wasn’t sure that the others had noticed yet, but it was definitely there.

At first, he couldn’t even tell what the change was. But as they came within sight of the solar field, it finally hit him.

“There it is,” Hunter muttered, looking with disappointment at the collection of solar panels arranged in rows.

There was a lot of damage and many of them were missing. It was clear that a great battle had occurred here, which was odd, considering the location.

“There it is, indeed,” Yelena murmured in response.

That was when it hit. Something in her tone of voice and, when he actually looked at her, the way she was sitting. He initially took it to be more relaxed, but then realized it wasn’t relaxation he read in her posture.

She had turned it on, is what had happened.

Her charm. And she did have it. It was an odd kind of charm, but it certainly had its own power. Even behind the faceless mask, within a bodysuit, he could pick up on it.

“What?” she asked after a moment.

He looked away from her and returned his attention to the solar panels. “Nothing.”

“Mmm.”

“Is there even anything left to salvage?” Brooke muttered unhappily, leaning forward.

“There should be,” Riley replied. “Just less of it and it’ll be a bit harder to find. But I can work with this.”

Hunter drove them down the road and pulled into the small parking lot set at the end of the fenced-in field. Though the fence was little more than ornamental at this point, as it had been breached in over a dozen places.

“Riley, stay with the car. Yelena, Brooke, let’s do recon,” he said as he killed the engine.

They got out, weapons ready.

The front gate, the kind that rolled, was off its track and tilted at a drunken angle. Beyond it lay several corpses and bloodstains in the snowy slush that remained. He saw only wolves, but nothing to indicate what had killed them. As they split up, Yelena going right, Brooke going left, Hunter took the interior, heading straight into the field.

He moved slowly among the metal struts that supported the reflective black panels. Most of them had been removed in their entirety, while some lay smashed and shattered on the ground. There was just a single structure at the center of the field, a building the size of a garage, single story, windows smashed, the door torn off its hinges.

It was clear that whatever had happened here was at least a week old, maybe more. It looked like someone had come through to do a half-hearted scour of the supplies, as he saw some missing weapons and gear, but not that much. As he stepped over another dead body, he found himself thinking back to that kid he’d found captured by the Trinkets.

Asking him if it was worth it. He’d tried not to, but he’d been crying after that. Just a little. Never even learned the dipshit’s name. How many of them felt the same way? How many had killed rabbits when they didn’t even want to?

God, what a fucking mess.

What a fucking waste.

Hunter sighed disgustedly and kept going. He came to the central structure and peered inside, finding more of a mess. A few dead wolves inside, too. What might’ve been a last stand kind of situation. His hopes began to sink as he saw how the interior of the room was pretty damned stripped. Including stuff in the walls.

He’d been hoping it was tigers who’d come here and gotten into a firefight. Maybe foxes, or shit, even some rabbits. He’d even take a friendly fire incident gladly. But no, it was looking like the Trinkets had been here.

How far had they spread by now?

“Hunter,” Brooke said over the radio, “got a dead Trinket here.”

“Fuck,” he muttered, “be there in a second.”

He finished his sweep of the building and then stepped back out. Spying her by the fence, he joined her, found her standing over a lump that was still mostly buried by a snowdrift not yet burned off by the sunshine.

It was a wolf, face pale and blue, head shaved, ears chopped down to nubs, one eye replaced with a cybernetic implant. Wires ran along his face, out of his other eye, which was just a socket, down along his cheek, into his mouth and one ear. The single arm that was uncovered sported metallic claws, coated in old blood.

“Fuck,” he repeated.

“Why didn’t they finish the job?” Brooke murmured, looking around.

“Maybe they were most of the way through it when the wolves attacked and killed the Trinkets who were still working,” Hunter replied. “Either way, this is all old news. For whatever reason they never came back. Their loss, our gain. Let’s finish the sweep.”

They both stared uncomfortably at the twisted corpse for a second longer, then got back to work.

…

They lost the rest of the day to the solar field.

For the first couple of hours, Hunter and Yelena stalked the interior and exterior, gathering whatever supplies they could find, while Brooke assisted Riley in salvaging the remaining solar panels. In the end, there were just three that actually worked, and they were just barely able to get them fitted into the cargo space at the rear of the vehicle.

Hunter and Yelena managed to turn up about a dozen guns, some hundred or so bullets worth of magazines, a scattering of medical gear and rations, and a decent amount of tools and spare parts. He tried to get to know Yelena as they worked together, but she was closed up tight. Except it wasn’t quite that, he had come to realize.

She was closed off, for sure, but he had come to realize she’d opened up more for him than probably anyone else in a long time. More than that, she was giving him breadcrumbs. Feeding him bits of information about herself.

She was also teasing him.

It was subtle, buried in the substrata of the conversation, and it took him a little bit to pick up on it. Yelena, he realized, was a different kind of spec ops soldier than him. Hunter was well-rounded enough in the field, but he was more or less a blunt instrument. A shotgun. He was good at infiltration not because he was some super genius, but because he just got it on some intuitive level. He’d been trained, but he simply knew what to look for.

Yelena was a whole field kit.

She was sharp, she was smart, and she was lethal because of that. Honestly, she kind of scared him, because she probably could outwit him if she wanted. Hunter wouldn’t call himself stupid, but it was clear Yelena was smarter than him.

And, in a way, he felt lucky for that.

While Hunter absolutely loved dominating his mates, the idea of someone more on his level was very appealing. He wasn’t really looking to be dominated, it just wasn’t in his wheelhouse, but he was looking for more of a challenge.

And Yelena was a challenge.

By the time they’d gathered the last thing and loaded it into the vehicle, it was twilight.

“So, did we actually get any of the big ones?” Hunter asked as he settled into the driver’s seat.

“One,” Riley replied. “We got one of the really important components we need to bring the main reactor back online. And we just need one more, but it’s a rare one.”

“Great,” he muttered, turning on the vehicle.

“Where are we going now?” Brooke asked.

“According to the map we pieced together, there should be a house about two miles further down the road,” he replied as he began driving.

“Here’s hoping it’s still there,” Riley murmured.

“Yep. So, not a bad first day, overall. Although it looks like we’ve filled up about two thirds of our cargo capacity already.”

“Do we really need the solar panels? I mean, we already went through the whole damn process to get them, but…” Brooke asked.

“They’ll be useful for when we want to set up in other areas. Or to trade,” Hunter replied.

“That’s a good point, I guess.”

A moment of silence passed as they drove through the darkening winter twilight. Hunter felt his attention being pulled towards Yelena more than ever now. Women like her, in his experience (provided what was left of his memories could be trusted), had two modes when it came to sex: fuck off and let’s fuck. There wasn’t much in the way of in between, and during the in between, they wanted to keep things cold and professional.

He actually understood, and kind of was the same way. Though clearly he’d lost his edge since coming here. But Yelena...was not like that. She was teasing, she was coy, she was flirtatious, but incredibly subtly.

She was making him want her, he knew by now, and it was working.

He was doing his best to do the same, but he thought she was already locked in. If he had to guess why...partially because he was a supersoldier, an actual supersoldier with the gengineering and high tech implants, but mostly because he was so alien.

Apparently it was pretty appealing.

Up ahead, he spied the house. It looked intact and unoccupied. No lights, no smoke, no vehicles in plain sight. It didn’t look too big, just a single story. But he was sure it would do. So long as it had four walls and a roof, he could make it work.

A bit later, he was pulling in.

“No one’s around,” he said as he parked. “Unless there’s a basement, or Trinkets. Yelena, Riley, stay with the vehicle. Brooke and I will secure the building.”

They got out and headed in. Hunter headed inside through the front door while Brooke began a quick sweep along the exterior. They’d gotten lucky: there was a garage. Now, if they could get double lucky and find it empty. He came into a cold, dark, chaotic living room. For a moment, it felt like someone had reached into his chest and squeezed his heart.

Seeing this shit hurt.

This was someone’s home. Details aside, this had been someone’s life. It was clear the place had been tossed, and the bootprints on the floor belonged to wolves. Hunter’s frown deepened as he walked through the living room, into a short hallway that led into several other rooms. One was a bedroom, clearly a kid’s room.

Toys scattered across the floor.

For a moment he felt his control slip monumentally and he felt tears gathering in his eyes as unthinkable, screaming red rage and razor-edged empathy welled up within him. He stood there for a long moment, getting himself back under control.

It was shit like this that utterly voided his faith that there was anything even remotely resembling a good God in charge. Back home or over here.

Hunter shoved it back down, resecured it, locked it back into place, and continued with his sweep. He found no basement, no car in the garage, and no one or nothing hiding out. Brooke joined him and reported there was nothing out there.

Finding the latch for manual control on the garage, as the place had no power, he opened it up and waved the others inside. Once the vehicle was securely within the garage, he shut and locked the door.

“Get settled,” he said as he began going around and checking the windows.

“I’ll see what I can get figured for dinner,” Riley replied.

“I must perform maintenance on my gear,” Yelena said, then paused. She turned and looked directly at Hunter. Her mask was off now, her hood down, and he could see the faintest hint of playfulness in her gaze. “Although, were something more important to come up, I could be talked into putting that off.”

Then she left the room. Brooke walked over.

“So, you’re really gonna do it?” she asked.

“I mean, yeah, obviously. Unless you changed your mind.”

“No...I kinda want to see you put her in her place.”

He laughed softly. “I’m getting a small notion that maybe she wants something similar.”

“See if we can watch.”

“Let me finish securing this place, then I’ll check.”


CHAPTER 7

Dinner, it seemed, could wait.

After he made sure all the windows and doors were shut and locked firmly, he thought he’d find them spread throughout the house. But he found all three of them gathered in the master bedroom. Yelena sat on the bed, Brooke leaned against the wall, her arms crossed, and Riley sat on a dresser, looking amused.

“...everything okay?” Hunter asked as he stepped in.

“Yep,” Brooke replied. “We’re just discussing things.”

“What things, exactly?”

“Yelena is ready to fuck you, and she’s fine with us watching,” Brooke said.

Yelena issued a small sigh. “You have the subtlety of a grenade.”

“I don’t really do subtle.”

“I’ve noticed Hunter likes many things.”

Hunter sighed, sat down on the bed, then began unlacing his boots. “Let’s not fight.”

“I overheard the two of you talking,” Yelena said, “something about putting me in my place?”

Brooke sighed and rolled her eyes. Hunter chuckled. “Something like that,” he replied.

“You think you can?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.

“Take off that suit and let’s find out.”

“Mmm.”

They both stripped. Hunter had been hoping for a shower, but that was off the table. He supposed they were just going to have to fuck like this. Well, it was going to be filthier and faster on the road, he imagined.

Once they got back to the Warren, though…

Hunter watched as Yelena revealed her body to him, to them all. She looked about how he expected: long, lean, very fit. Her soft brown skin was marred by several scars, which didn’t surprise him at all.

One thing did though.

She had tattoos. Several of them. He found himself grinning as she finished stripping naked. God, she had nice tits. B-cups, perky, topped by pale brown nipples. Excellent thighs. She had the body of a gymnast, everything about her smooth and lean and tight. He saw an intricate tattoo of red-yellow flames licking up the length of her left arm. Several tattoos of symbols he didn’t recognize. A flower on her inner right thigh. A blade dripping blood over her left breast.

Yelena laughed as she saw his expression.

“What?” he asked.

“You look like a horny boy seeing a naked woman for the first time, how can you be this way?”

“He’s like that with all of us,” Riley replied.

“I...very much appreciate the nude female form. I also really like your tattoos.”

“Ah.” She looked down at herself. “Yes, a rare indulgence. Now…”

She reached out and prodded his erection, which was straining against his boxers. He nodded and shed them. She smirked and wrapped her fingers around his cock.

“I believe you are going to put me in my place now, hmm?”

“Yeah, I could do that.”

“I would love to see you try.”

Hunter paused. “How rough is too rough for you?”

“I’m not a schoolgirl,” she murmured. “I think I can handle whatever you want to dish out.”

“So, play it by ear.”

“Yes.”
 

“Safeword?”

“I don’t intend to use it...but it is logical to have one, yes. Very well: blueberry.”

“Good.”

He grabbed her and kissed her firmly on the mouth. From the way her eyes widened a little, he knew he’d startled her. She kissed him back firmly, fiercely, passionately. Her taste was strange and exotic and exciting, completely unlike any of the others. Her tongue was strong and pushed into his mouth firmly. Her hands wandered across his body, touching him, pausing to trace along a scar whenever she found it, and his were doing the same thing.

She felt wonderful against him. Smooth and hot and soft. And ready.

Hunter abruptly shoved her back onto the bed. She gasped, again caught off guard. She stared up at him, not quite a glare, as he crawled onto the bed with her. Her hands shot out and he caught them, grasping her by each wrist. Slowly, relentlessly, he pressed her down onto her back, her hands to either side of her.

“I think you’ll find that you’re outclassed,” he murmured down at her, unable to keep from smirking at least a little.

“Mmm,” she replied.

Then she twisted her wrists in just the right way, somehow managing to slip through his grasp, slipped between his legs and had him in a chokehold from behind in a flash.

“Am I now?” she murmured in his ear.

Hunter had to admit, this was going to be a little more difficult than usual. If this was an actual attack, he could get out of it easily. By seriously harming or, likely, killing the person doing it. But obviously he wasn’t going to harm Yelena.

On the other hand…

Hunter reached up, grabbed her wrists again, and slowly pulled her hands away from his head. He could tell she was genuinely trying to resist him.

“Yes,” he replied, keeping his grip on her as he twisted around. He pushed her down onto her back again and now gripped her biceps. “You see, you’re faster than me, but I’m stronger than you. And stronger wins in close quarters if fast isn’t fast enough. And you aren’t fast enough,” he explained as he settled down on his side.

“You haven’t seen how fast-ohhhhh,” she moaned as his finger found her clit and began to massage it.

“Easy to disarm,” he replied softly, and kissed her.

“This is really hot,” Riley whispered.

If Brooke gave a response, he didn’t hear it over Yelena’s heavy breathing. They kept kissing and he kept fingering her until he coaxed an orgasm out of her tall, slim frame. Her voice was a wonder to behold when she was shouting in sexual ecstasy.

As soon as she was finished, she began to slip away but he grabbed her and shoved her roughly onto her back, then got himself between her slim thighs.

“Uh-uh,” he said, “no more games. I’m taking what I want.”

“Then take it,” she replied, her breath coming heavy now.

Hunter speared her with his erection and her mouth opened wide, as did her eyes, and she seemed to have nothing to say as he pushed his way into her. Oh, how wet and hot she was inside. She was so wonderfully slippery that he eased in without an issue. He felt her inner muscles clench and squirm around him as he began fucking her.

“Oh...oh! OH FUCK! HUNTER!” she cried in what sounded like genuine shock.

“Holy fucking shit, your pussy feels good,” he panted, gripping her shoulders now and pressing her down into the mattress.

“Harder,” she growled.

Hunter went harder. And then harder still when she demanded it again. The bed had a headboard and it started knocking against the wall, then banging. For a time, Yelena’s screams and the sound of the headboard competed for aural dominance.

Yelena won.

He grunted, then groaned loudly as he felt his control slip massively once her pussy started orgasming. Her climax was intense and all-encompassing and holding her down was actually kind of tough because she was really thrashing, fighting him as she lost control of herself. He could feel her inner juices, hot and amazing, splashing against his balls and inner thighs, a fresh gush coming out of her each time her hips bucked.

Then he was coming, his own orgasm flaring into existence, his seed immediately spurting out of him as his own hips bucked against hers. He found himself grunting loudly as he finished inside of her, filling her up, his mind dancing with thoughts of her pregnant, belly big and round, hips and ass and breasts all bigger, curvier…

When they were finished, both were panting.

“We’re going to have to flip this mattress,” was the first thing Hunter found himself saying.

“Great,” Brooke muttered.

“Sorry,” Yelena panted, “I...lost control of myself there. I...either that was the best sex of my life or I have truly forgotten.”

“Given how good he is with us, probably that first one,” Brooke replied.

“Goodness,” Yelena whispered, her eyes not quite focusing.

He laughed and kissed her. “That was fun.”

“Uh-huh.”

Hunter pulled out of her and got to his feet. “Let’s get washed up and eat.”

…

“This is so weird,” Brooke muttered as they sat around the dinner table in the kitchen and ate.

They were all eating rations, which they all enjoyed to varying degree.

Perhaps enjoy was too strong a word.

“Because of the sex? I would have thought you’d be used to it by now,” Yelena replied.

“No, not because of that. Because this is so...normal. It feels so weirdly normal, but we’re out here, all so very different from each other, hunting rare tech in an apocalyptic nightmare, but this just feels...normal.”

“Are you complaining?” Hunter replied.

“No, not really. Just...it’s kind of confusing. I guess I should be grateful for it.”

“That is a very good and important practice in this line of work,” Yelena replied.

“What line of work, exactly?” Brooke asked cautiously.

“Surviving.”

“Oh. Yeah. That makes sense.”

“Be grateful for everything you can,” Yelena continued. “That your body still works, and without much pain. For good weather. For light. For functional weaponry. Friends. Pleasure.”

“We actually have it really good,” Riley murmured.

“Yes, you do,” Yelena agreed. “It is a non-insignificant part of why I agreed to stick around for a while. Your Warren is...considerably more comfortable than any of the places I’ve found myself sleeping in over the past several months.”

“Got any interesting stories?” Hunter asked.

Yelena had turned downright chatty after she’d gotten laid. Everything about her had changed. Subtly, but it had. She was more relaxed, she was smiling a little more, just generally more at ease. Even the way she ate her dinner was more leisurely.

Though she still managed to be the first to finish.

“I have one, yes. I was moving through tiger territory for the last month. Mostly I avoided them, but in their own region, I came across tigers who did not want to take part in the killing, and all the other bad things. If you think the wolves are bad for propaganda and brainwashing, the tigers are worse. Even before everything fell apart, they were a lot more forceful about ‘correct’ thinking. Sometimes I would come across refugees. If I could, I would help them.”

“Help them how?” Brooke asked.

“Sometimes I’d help them get supplies, or find someone who was lost. Rather...indirectly, usually. I’d put together a care package of food, medicine, and bullets and leave them places they would find them. Couldn’t be too obvious about it, because then they would get paranoid. But if they assumed they’d found a dead soldier’s stash? Different story.”

“That’s...remarkably sweet,” Hunter said.

“As should be evidenced by our most recent activity, I am sweet.”

Hunter snorted. “That was not sweet.”

“It sure felt sweet. Anyway, how I would usually help was by killing tigers. I came across some intel, this was maybe three weeks ago, about a division that had been set up specifically to find a big group of refugees hiding in this little network of valleys. There were supposed to be a few hundred of the refugees, they’d been gathering in secret, and somehow the military had found out. They wanted soldier slaves. I figured I should stop it.”

“What’d you do?” Riley asked.

Yelena chuckled. “Well, the first thing I did was warn the refugees. One of my rare real appearances, but I told them what was happening. Told them to stay out of sight for the next few days, prepare to leave, because they had been compromised, and that I was going to deal with the soldiers coming after them. Once they were all hidden away, I went to the valley I knew they would enter through and began preparing a game of hide and kill.”

“I know that game,” Hunter muttered.

“Yes, I bet you do. I laid a number of traps, a few dozen of them, and once they got there, I spent the next four days taking out a five-hundred-strong division.”

“Fuck, by yourself?” Brooke whispered.

“Yes. By myself. Lots of tripwires, lots of explosives, a few pitfalls, and a lot of bullets and knifework. Had a couple of close calls, but I managed it. Got those refugees out of there. They were pissed about it, and I could not blame them. They had a very nice setup. Pointed them east, into the wild lands. They’re more dangerous, but wild beasts you can learn to avoid, to warn off. Can’t do that with soldiers.”

“Typically not,” Hunter agreed. “That’s really impressive.”

“Thank you.”

“So,” Riley said after a moment of silence passed, “what’s the rest of the night going to look like?”

“After we finish our break, we’re all going to search this place over, find anything useful. Then we’re going to perform maintenance on all our weapons and gear. Riley, I need you to look over that vehicle, make sure it doesn’t crap out on us in the field. Once we finish all that, wind down. I want us all asleep by eleven at the latest. We’re getting up at six tomorrow morning. I want us on the road by seven. We can hit the military outpost in about an hour and a half, and I want to potentially dedicate tomorrow to that because we’ve got no idea what that might entail.”

“In that case, I’m gonna go get to work on the car. Want to get that out of the way,” Riley said, getting up.

“And I want to get my fucking gun and gear maintenance out of the way,” Brooke said, getting up as well.

“I will perform a perimeter check,” Yelena said.

“I’ll come with you,” Hunter replied.

They headed outside, leaving the others to their work, and began walking around the exterior. Hunter didn’t think there was anyone actually out here and a quick patrol around the outside confirmed that. He and Yelena lingered on the front porch.

“So, how are you feeling about what happened?” he asked.

“Um...good,” Yelena replied. She paused, then let out a vaguely embarrassed laugh. “You, um...knocked down a few barriers that I didn’t think you were going to. It’s...mildly concerning.”

“Well, I’m not going to take advantage of you, if it helps,” Hunter replied.

Yelena stared at him, then sighed. “Normally it wouldn’t, but it does...which bothers me. I trust you too much. It’s...concerning.”

“We don’t have to go any further if you don’t want to.”

“I want to,” she said flatly. “I’m not giving your cock up if I don’t have to. I’ve never been a particularly sexual person, but with you...something’s different.” She snorted.

“What?”

“Just...people used to make fun of me. For being so picky. I remember one of my friends told me that I wouldn’t be happy with anyone, I might as well just try to date an alien.”

He laughed. “Wow. That’s...weirdly prophetic.”

“Yes.” She looked into the darkness for a long moment, a faint smile on her face, then abruptly kissed him on the mouth and went inside.

Hunter watched her go, lingered for just a moment, then laughed softly to himself and followed her in.

What a trip this was all turning out to be.


CHAPTER 8

Yelena had definitely changed.

He noticed it the moment they got up and began preparing for the day ahead.

She was calmer, freer, more relaxed. Hunter initially assumed it was a side effect of getting laid after a long dry period, but soon realized it was more than that. He was beginning to get the idea that this was going to be a potentially very difficult period of time for Yelena, because he thought he knew what was happening within her mind.

To be a spec ops warrior, you had to sacrifice. Damn near everything. There wasn’t really time for friends, family, lovers. Fun. A life. There was just training. Training and missions and travel. Your closest friends would either die in combat or vanish from your life utterly at some unspecified, but near, future date.

It meant you became cold, distant, nothing but professional.

Spec ops wasn’t a job, it was a lifestyle. It was a way of being.

It was something you picked up with the assumption that you’d never put it down.

And now, Yelena was putting it down. Or, at least, she was thinking about it. She hadn’t said anything, but he could just tell that was the war being waged in her head. Putting that down was no easy task. Years, perhaps decades of reinforcement kept you from thinking it was a good idea, let alone possible.

Let alone actually doing it.

As they finished breakfast and piled into the vehicle and drove into the cold gray dawn, Hunter told himself that he should help her as much as he could. Because he respected her. And because he liked her.

And because, well...he did want her to stick around.

Yes, the sex was phenomenal, but he saw more of himself in her than he wanted to admit. And yeah, it was a tired old cliché, but Hunter couldn’t deny that he wanted to believe that she could make the transition because he needed to believe that he could make that transition. He loved his mates, and he’d pledged himself and his life to them and the people of the Warren, but sometimes he still wondered if he was going to make it.

Right now things were working, but what about after things got quiet?

How long could he go without a war?

This was getting dark. He needed to lighten it up a little.

“So, Yelena...did I?” he asked as they hit the road.

“Did you what?” she replied, sounding a little startled out of her thoughts.

“Put you in your place?”

She looked over at him, for a moment looking lost. She hadn’t put her mask back into place yet. She started blushing.

Wow, she was feeling lost.

“You...I was off my game,” she replied.

“Wow, he really did,” Brooke murmured.

“You can say yes,” Hunter said.

She sighed. “Whatever.”

A moment of silence passed. Brooke cleared her throat. “Yelena.”

“What?” Yelena replied cautiously.

Hunter found himself tensing, wondering if Brooke was going to fuck with her. But when she spoke again, her voice was surprisingly gentle, understanding.

“I do kind of get where you are right now. It’s a weird place to be. I...had difficulty, with my relationship with Hunter, in the beginning. Difficulty for a number of reasons, but also because I saw myself a certain way. And the way I saw myself always clashed with what I wanted...sexually. Which was, well...to be put in my place. And I’d never trusted anyone with that before. Until I met Hunter.”

A long moment of silence went by. Hunter began to worry Yelena simply wasn’t going to respond. She was looking out the window, her face hidden from him.

Then she spoke up. “What happened after?”

“It was kind of awkward, and I was...defensive. I hated the idea that he had something over me. He’d humiliated me because I had asked him to and he was so good at it and I liked it so much, it made me panic a little. He was very patient and kind with me. He still is. But what I’m saying is, you can trust Hunter. And you can trust us not to genuinely mock you for your desires. And to keep your secrets. All of us, but especially him.” She paused for a second, considering, then smiled. “Hunter will never make you feel unsafe.”

“That...is my impression so far,” Yelena murmured uncomfortably. “And I suppose if he has this many women vouching for him, it would be logical that I could...let my guard down. It is still rather difficult, though.”

“Move at your own pace, Yelena. I’m not going to pressure you or push you along,” Hunter replied.

“...thank you. In some ways, letting go last night was the easiest thing I’ve ever done. In some ways, it was the hardest. It felt so good. So...natural. And,” she turned from the window, now looking at him, vaguely amused and relaxed again, “you are a natural yourself at that. You studied me, dissected me, and dominated me so easily and so quickly.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I’m pretty good at it. I think I’m kind of just a natural.”

“You must be. I’m reluctant to call myself submissive, but I have harbored these...desires, for most of my adult life. I’ve never found anyone I could trust to even tell them to. So they lived entirely in my head.”

“I bet you came up with a ton of fantasy scenarios,” Brooke said.

“Yes, that is accurate…” Yelena smirked suddenly. “Will you tell me in more detail about Hunter dominating you?” She turned around and looked into the backseat, at Brooke and Riley. “Both of you?”

Brooke grinned. So did Riley.

…

“Yep, there it is,” Hunter muttered as they came around a big stand of trees.

The road curved along the edge of a small forest. He spied the squat, iron gray structure and immediately began hunting for signs of life. And he found them really quick as he spied a pair of figures standing atop the metal wall that surrounded the outpost.

And he threw it into reverse and stomped on the pedal as a sniper round shrieked past the hood.

“Down!” he snapped, getting them back behind the denser part of the forest.

“Fuck,” Brooke muttered.

Hunter put the vehicle into park after a minute, then waited, seeing which way the situation was going. Maybe it was because they’d shown up in a wolf vehicle. Or maybe they were just shooting anyone. On the other hand…

“That felt like a warning shot,” Yelena murmured.

“Yeah. Stay with the car. I’m going for a little walk,” Hunter replied, throwing open the door.

“Be careful. Even you can be killed by a headshot,” Brooke said anxiously.

“I know. I will. I’ll be right back.”

Hunter began walking back up the road, cautious and prepared to activate his ability if need be. He was feeling rested and ready to kick ass. He got to the edge of the trees and peered cautiously around. The base was maybe two hundred feet away.

“That’s close enough!” someone called.

He thought he saw fox ears on them.

“We come in peace!” Hunter called back.

A pause. “What do you want!?”

“Trade!”

Another pause. “Just wait there for a minute!”

“Got it!”

This time the pause lasted a while as one of them left.

“What’s happening?” Yelena’s voice whispered out of his radio.

“I think they’re trying to figure out what to do with us. They don’t seem particularly hostile.”

“Well, I suppose if it goes wrong, we can just turn around and go another way.”

“Yep.”

Finally, the fox returned. “All right! Drive on up to the front gate! Nice and easy!”

“Coming!”

Hunter jogged back. As he slid behind the wheel, it occurred to him that he’d understood them. Well, he supposed it made enough sense that they’d speak the local language. Though were they speaking wolf or rabbit? Did it matter?

That was still such a bizarre thing.

“We’re going to tentatively try some trading,” Hunter said.

“We sure about this?” Riley asked.

“Not entirely, but close enough. No quick movements, no loud sounds, no stupid choices. Just, everyone keep cool and let me do the talking,” he replied as he began driving them slowly out of the woods.

“Have fun,” Yelena murmured.

He parked at the front gate, which looked like two solid slabs of metal. It was open a little bit, parted down the middle, and a trio of foxes stood there. Eight more now stood along the wall above them, all of them armed with machine guns and shotguns. They all wore green fatigues. Hunter killed the engine and they all got out.

“Well,” the one who seemed to be in charge, a lean man with slim, dark black sunglasses and a vaguely amused grin, said, “this is the oddest bunch I’ve ever seen in my life. A wolf, a muscular rabbit, a deer operative, and a...what the fuck are you?”

“Genetically engineered supersoldier,” Hunter replied. “I’m Hunter.”

“Binx,” the man replied amicably enough. While his tone was a bit false in its cheeriness, the man seemed more amused than planning to shoot them. “Captain Binx. I’m in charge of this...military outpost.” He laughed, and there was real bitterness in there.

“Are you interested in trading?” Hunter replied.

“Maybe. I just might be,” he murmured, staring at them from behind his dark lenses. A long moment went by. The wind blew. The trees whispered. Finally, he grunted. “I’d be willing to give you something in return for a favor.”

“What’s the favor?” Hunter asked.

“A squad of ours went missing. We sent them to look for food at a small airfield about half an hour south of here. They were supposed to be back yesterday and we’ve had no contact. You go to the airfield, figure out what happened, get them and, if it’s there to be gotten, the food, back here, and we can trade something.”

Hunter glanced at the others. They all seemed amenable. Well, they’d been intending to get to the airfield anyway.

He turned back. “Yeah, I think this is a deal we could swing. But I want to know if you’ve even got what we want first.”

“Fair enough. What do you want?”

“I’m going pull out a tablet and then walk over to show you.”

“Nice and easy.”

Hunter nodded and did just that, approaching the group. He noticed all of them tensed slightly as he did that. He suppressed a small smile. It was nice to be understood as a serious threat sometimes. He called up the list of gear they needed and passed it to him. Binx took it and studied it for a long moment, frowning.

“Hmm...yes, we’ve got a few of these,” he muttered, highlighting three of the items listed and passing it back. “I’d be willing to part with one of those items in exchange. And,” he glanced at their truck, “it looks like you’ve already got a good load there. We could trade more once you got back.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Hunter replied. He hesitated, then decided to take another calculated risk. “I have to ask: have you encountered the machine people yet?”

“The...what now?” Binx replied.

“The corpses that have tech shoved into every hole that are fast and deadly.”

“...I think your genetic engineering might’ve scrambled your brains a little.” Some of the other soldiers chuckled.

“So you haven’t encountered them yet. Well, I’m willing to share a little intel,” Hunter murmured, switching to the pictures they’d gathered of the dead Trinkets. He’d brought the images along in case this exact situation popped up.

Because they were very unbelievable.

Binx looked amused as he took the tablet back, but immediately lost his smile. He frowned deeply, then pulled his sunglasses off and stared hard at the image.

“What...the...fuck…” he whispered.

“There’s more images,” Hunter replied.

Binx glanced up at him, then his eyes darted back down to the screen and he accessed the other images. Hunter saw all the good cheer go out of the soldiers around him as they stared as well.

“Given you look like you do, and you’ve got a deer spec ops soldier with you, I’m inclined to believe that these aren’t just artistic statements or a prank. Where in the fuck did these things come from?”

“We don’t know,” Hunter replied, accepting the tablet back. “We’ve been encountering them over the last month or so. They’re incredibly fast and strong, they usually have a gun of some kind attached to their body, and they don’t put off heat. They also seem to have no real agenda. They’ve attacked us, the wolves, the tigers, anyone they can get their hands on.”

Binx grunted unhappily. “We have found a few battlefields that didn’t make sense,” he muttered. “People chopped up, weird wounds...shit. This just keeps getting better.” He seemed to chew on that for a moment, then heaved a sigh and slipped his sunglasses back into place. “Well, I’d appreciate a more thorough report on them. While you’re gone, we’ll get together an inventory and we can trade. I think we might have a bit more of what you’re looking for on that list, but I need to double-check. Also, you can reach us on frequency seven nine four, you can try to reach out to the team on eight four zero.”

“Understood. We’ll find your people,” Hunter replied.

He walked back to the vehicle and everyone got in. Hunter got them turned around and began driving south.

“Let’s go rescue some foxes.”


CHAPTER 9

“So...the foxes are still here,” Brooke murmured after a few minutes.

“Yep,” Hunter replied. “I wonder if they were abandoned.”

“Very good chance,” Yelena said. “Communications has been very broken in my experience. When things fell apart, they fell apart very quickly, and for most nations.”

“Interesting. Maybe they could be our allies.”

“Think we could get them to help with the wolves? Or the Trinkets?” Riley asked.

“Doubt it,” Hunter replied. “I can’t imagine there’s more than a hundred of them at that base, and I doubt they’re eager to go into the fray. Probably the most we can hope for is trading resources and information. Maybe they’ll help with an op or two for the right price.”

“Binx seemed kind of shady,” Brooke said.

“I think he was trying to,” Hunter replied. “I think he knows he’s operating from a weak position, and maybe they’re a little more desperate than they let on. If we can help them, it’ll probably make them pretty happy with us. More willing to work.”

“I imagine he’s also probably pretty bitter about the situation,” Yelena said. “They’re far from home, stuck here, hundreds of miles from their families with probably no real way to get back or even hear from them.”

“That does suck,” Brooke muttered.

“Well, regardless, let’s just get this out of the way. Hopefully they just ran into some delays.”

No one responded to that. They were all wondering dark thoughts. Could be that. Or it could be wolves or tigers they ran into.

Or Trinkets.

Hunter found it curious, and vaguely hopeful, that the foxes hadn’t run into any Trinkets so far. Either they didn’t venture out much, or listen much, or the Trinkets hadn’t come all that far to the west. He held onto that hope as he drove on.

…

“I say again, my name is Hunter, seeking the fox squad sent to investigate this airfield. I am a recent ally of Captain Binx and I’m here to help. Please respond, over.”

Hunter waited. Nothing but dead air. He sighed and stared at the terminal ahead of them. The airfield was indeed small. Just four runways organized two to a side sandwiching a squat control tower, a single terminal, and a pair of hangars.

There were no planes on the runways that he saw while they were driving in. No movements in the windows. Just a handful of vehicles abandoned in the big parking lot that butted up against the terminal.

The place felt dead.

And yet…

Something lingered.

Something whispered inside his skull, irking his instincts. He used his heat-vision, but that didn’t give him anything obvious to work with.

“Well, those have to be their trucks,” Brooke said, leaning forward between the seats.

“Yeah. They would’ve gone in through the terminal, I’d guess. Let’s start there. Suit up, head on a swivel,” Hunter replied as he opened the door.

They all took a moment to check over their gear once more. This definitely felt like they were walking into a combat zone. The sun had gone behind some clouds while they were driving over, and now the shadow cast across the land seemed darkly foreboding.

The wind had picked up, too. It scoured the frigid landscape, shrieking occasionally.

Hunter set off at a brisk pace, assault rifle in hand. He wanted this over with, and quickly. They approached the pair of military issue trucks. They were of a good size, able to hold four people in full field gear and a bed big enough to haul some real cargo. They were military green, with an orange stripe down the sides.

“Well, looks like they found what they were looking for,” Hunter muttered as he peered into the truckbeds.

“And got some of the way through securing it,” Yelena added softly. Her mask was on now. Her icy tone indicated she’d vanished completely behind it.

Hunter felt the same thing happening to him.

This place felt lethal.

They checked out the interior of the trucks’ cabins, but those yielded no further clues. Hunter led them on, approaching the row of double doors that granted access to the terminal. Nothing moved beyond the glass, though he thought he could see a corpse in the broad lobby. He opened the door and moved in silently.

The lobby was a mess.

Rounded desks occupied the corners of the big room to either side of him, check-in areas. Rows of chairs were attached to the floor ahead of them, some of them ripped out or broken. Beyond that, to the left was a concession stand, to the right was what might have been a gift shop. He made a mental note to tag that. They might have books. Or toys. He needed to start collecting toys for his kits, and for the others they shared the Warren with.

Tucked up next to the gift shop was baggage claim, a simple loop of a conveyor belt that disappeared into the wall. Beyond that, a row of metal detectors and more chairs. Then the far wall which led into the control tower.

The still form lying at the foot of the first row of seats was indeed a corpse. A fox in fatigues. His neck was broken and he’d been shot full of holes. Hunter pointed silently to the others, sending Yelena right and Brooke left, while having Riley stay right there where she could see the whole lobby. He hurried over to the corpse and studied it up close.

After a moment, he reluctantly decided that it was too tough to tell what had killed him. Could be any of the groups.

But the lack of other corpses was suggestive.

Hunter avoided the metal detector as he pressed on, hungry for information and cautious of making any more noise than necessary. He hunted along the opposite side of the room and found blood, spent shell casings, and debris. Five minutes later, they gathered by the exit to the tower.

“Nothing definitive,” Brooke said.

“Same,” Yelena agreed.

“Still can’t tell what we’re dealing with here, but I’m leaning towards Trinkets,” Hunter replied. “Stay sharp.”

They pressed on, approaching the door. As they did, Hunter hesitated.

“I hear something,” he muttered.

“So do I,” Yelena agreed softly.

He listened, unsure of what it was he was hearing, only that it seemed rhythmic, repeating itself at regular intervals. Short ones. Cautiously, he opened the door and peered into the room beyond, finding a simple security checkpoint. The noise was more defined now.

A banging sound. Metal against metal.

Performing a quick sweep of the room and finding only another dead fox soldier shot full of holes, Hunter pressed on further still. The next door led into a kind of nexus area with half a dozen different ways to go. Several of the doors were open and each revealed something different.

A small maintenance bay. A lounge. A bathroom. A curving stairwell.

The sound was coming from the stairwell, from above.

It sounded intentional, not like a malfunctioning piece of equipment. Although it was being performed with an odd precision.

Hunter hurried up the steps as quietly as he could, switching to his shotgun now. The noise grew louder, reverberating as he drew closer, sending ice ghosting down his spinal column. As he reached the apex of the stairs, he came out into a circular corridor.

The banging was coming from his left.

He followed the sound and, in the pauses, became aware of whirring and clicking.

Fuck.

Sure enough, the curved corridor revealed the stilted, decayed form of a Trinket. A wolf, a soldier once, the tattered, bloodied remnants of his fatigues still clinging to the corpse’s lean form. It was currently trying to beat down a heavy metal door, and looked like it was mostly there.

Hunter took two light steps forward, put the shotgun barrel to the side of its head, and squeezed the trigger. The shell had the desire effect, blowing half the thing’s head off and sending it sprawling to the floor where it twitched a few times, leaking blood and oil all over, before seizing up.

A great silence settled over him then. He could hear his breathing, hear the others behind him, hear the winds outside.

Then, slight movement behind the heavily dented door.

“H-hello? Barker?” a tentative, feminine voice asked cautiously.

“My name is Hunter. I was sent by Binx to help out,” Hunter replied.

“Oh! Oh, thank fuck!” A nervous, exhausted laugh. “Um...I don’t think I can get this door open.”

Hunter studied it for a moment. The Trinket had gotten it most of the way beaten in. If it had kept going for another few hits, it might’ve done the job. As it was, the hinges were pretty damaged. One good kick should do it, he thought. Maybe two.

“Okay, I’m going to kick it open, back up to a safe distance.”

“I don’t think you can, but okay.”

Hunter chuckled and tapped into his enhanced state for just a few seconds. He planted his foot firmly against the door in just the right place. The hinge broke and it mostly came loose. He kicked once more and it fell inward, landing with a heavy clang that made the survivor inside give a little shout of surprise.

He dropped out of his enhanced state and stepped inside. He found a control room packed with terminals, and a survivor. A very cute fox girl with two perked up, orange-furred ears, sparkling blue eyes, smooth pale skin, and messy, chin-length blood red hair.

“Oh wow,” she whispered, staring at him, seemingly caught between fear and awe. “What...the fuck are you?”

Hunter laughed. “I’m genetically enhanced, that’s why I look weird.”

“And that’s why you can kick in a metal door?” she murmured. Fuck, she had a faint accent that struck him as Irish.

He remembered having a weak will when it came to pale redheaded girls with an accent. Especially that one.

“Yes. Are you hurt?” he replied, making himself focus.

“Um, no,” she replied, looking down at herself. She looked very nice in her uniform, torn, burned, and bloodied as it was. “I’m all right, just some cuts and scrapes. Um...so who are you, exactly? Oh, there’s more of you,” she murmured, her voice laced with anxiety.

“I’m a friend. My name is Hunter. We happened by your outpost and agreed to come investigate what happened to your squad. That’s Riley, that’s Brooke, and that’s Yelena. We’re going to get you back home safely.”

“Oh. A deer, a wolf, and a rabbit...and now a fox!” she said, laughing nervously. Then she sighed and shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’m rather...shocked by all this. What the fuck is that thing?” she demanded abruptly.

“They’re called Trinkets. I need to know: are there more around?”

“Yes.” She paused. “Well, there were more. I don’t know if there still are. Or if anyone else from the squad is still alive. I know for a fact that Potter and Miller are dead. I’m pretty sure they got Thompson. I thought maybe Barker or Peters was still alive, but…” She shrugged helplessly. “I had to run. I locked myself in here yesterday afternoon. I’ve been waiting for them to leave ever since, but...I’ve also been too scared to open the door…”

“That’s a very reasonable reaction,” Hunter replied. “What’s your name?”

“Oh! Sorry! I’m Corporal Janessa Biltmore.”

“All right, Janessa. We need to clear the rest of the area, to make sure there are no more. Would you like to wait here, or come with us?”

“Come with you,” she replied immediately.

He nodded. He’d figured that’d be her answer. “Then let’s get to work.”

…

They got lucky.

The rest of the squad did not.

Hunter found it curious that they managed to find all of the bodies, including a couple of others who had clearly been wolf refugees who had frozen to death while sleeping in the hangar. Probably during the blizzard.

They also managed to find another pair of Trinket bodies. One was pretty mangled, and judging by the bits of gore splattered across the first hangar’s maintenance bay, it seemed obvious that one of the soldiers had blown himself up with a grenade to take out the encroaching Trinket once it had cornered him.

Once they confirmed they were the only ones still operating in the airport, Hunter finally let himself relax a little. He tried to get an assessment of Janessa. She still seemed a bit shellshocked, but she clearly had held onto her training, if not her professionalism. She’d helped them clear the place without any real issues, and she didn’t look like she was cracking up.

“How are you feeling, Janessa?” Hunter asked as they ended up gathering back in the lounge they’d passed earlier. He imagined it was for staff and pilots passing through. It wasn’t half bad. The seats were comfortable, at least.

“Um, exhausted,” she replied. “Starving. Relieved. Ready to get the fuck out of here...thank you. All of you. For, uh, saving my life.”

“You’re welcome,” Hunter said.

“So, now that we’ve got a little time...what are those things?”

“We don’t know, is the problem. But we’ve been fighting them for a month now. Practically speaking, they’re dead bodies shoved full of tech and sent off to fight and gather resources to make more of them. We have no idea where they come from, who made them, or who might be controlling them. We only know that they are very dangerous.”

“That they are,” she muttered unhappily.

“Riley,” Hunter said, shifting his attention, “I want you to see what parts might be here and if you can get them. I know at least one of those parts was supposed to be in the main generator for this place. Yelena, go with her.”

“On it,” Riley replied and Yelena gave him a tight nod.

They disappeared out the door and across the antechamber, heading through another door they’d discovered led into a basement area that housed utilities. Clearing that hadn’t been particularly fun, but at least nothing had been waiting down there for them.

“Parts?” Janessa asked.

“We’re looking for some parts to fix...something important and complicated.”

“Oh...so, where did you all come from? Because this has got to be the unlikeliest group I’ve ever seen in my life.”

Hunter chuckled. “Binx said something similar. We’re from the forest east of here. We are...protectors of a big group of refugee rabbits, and some others we’ve found along the way. And that’s all I really want to say about it.”

“Why?”

“Because leaking the location of our home could lead to a massive security breach.”

“Oh. Right. Duh. I’m sorry, I’m not...all here right now. And I’m a bit spacey at the best of times.”

“It’s fine, I get it,” Hunter replied. He glanced over, noticed Brooke was eyeing him with a subtle smirk. Great, now what? He returned his attention to Janessa. “It looks like you managed to find the food.”

“Um...yes. Yes, we did. There was a good store of it in the second hangar, and more packed away down in the basement. A lot of instant stuff. I’m not sure what it’s doing here, but I think maybe they sold some of their space to serve as storage for some company at one point. Good for us, at least.”

“Very good,” Hunter agreed. “So, here’s the rough plan: we need to scour this place looking for the stuff we need. Once we’ve satisfied that condition, we’ll help load up the two trucks outside with all the food we can find and whatever tactical gear survived your conflict. Then we’ll all drive back to the base and you can go back to your life.”

“Back to my life,” she murmured, seeming like she was drifting again. Hunter waited as thoughts seemed to play across her face. Abruptly, she regained her smile and refocused on him. “Thank you. I really, really appreciate it. And I will help however I can.”

“Excellent. Why don’t you take a break here, catch your breath, get something to eat, tend to your wounds, and we’ll start loading up the food?” he suggested.

She looked briefly anxious, then nodded. “All right, that sounds good. I’ll be out before too long. Not really eager to be alone here.”

“I know exactly how you feel,” Brooke said.

Hunter and her got to their feet and headed out, still eager to get out of this place.


CHAPTER 10

They radioed back the situation to the fox’s base and Binx asked them to bring one of the Trinket corpses.

Hunter figured that was a reasonable enough request and, thankfully, there were some body bags among the gear the military vehicles already had stowed. So he zipped up the smallest one and tossed it in one of the truckbeds, then got to work.

In the end, they lingered for about an hour and a half. After loading up the food and guns, they’d scoured the place and grabbed what they could. He saw Brooke snag a pair of coffeemakers, three packs of filters, and two boxes of packages.

Once Riley had finished salvaging the important pieces of tech the airport had to offer, (including a piece from a small plane stored in one of the hangars), Hunter had added the place to the list of locations he needed to come back to with an actual team and real cargo vehicles to salvage from. There was a lot here they could use.

Janessa ended up driving one of the trucks back, and Yelena drove the other. There was little conversation as they drove along the wintry wastelands. Though near the end of the drive, Brooke, who kept smiling at him like she knew a secret of his, couldn’t contain herself any longer.

“So, Hunter.”

“Yes, Brooke?”

“You gonna make a pass at her?”

Before he could answer, Riley leaned in from the backseat. “Your eyes were glued to her ass.”

“I mean, it’s a really nice ass,” he replied.

And it was. But it was more than that. She had a tail. A fox tail. It was bushy and vividly orange-red. He found himself wanting to brush it in the same way he found himself wanting to brush one of his mates’ hair.

“Are you?” Brooke pressed.

He sighed. “I mean...maybe? If the opportunity arises. She’s been through a lot, though. Probably on a return trip, yeah.”

“She’s...annoyingly beautiful,” Riley murmured.

“You all are,” Hunter replied.

She snorted. “Yeah, but we’re not beautiful like that. God, her eyes,” Brooke said.

“You’re all uniquely, wonderfully beautiful. Would you take issue with it at all?”

“No,” they both said at the same time.

“You know...I still don’t fully get you all.”

“What do you mean?” Brooke asked.

“I mean, sometimes you get annoyed about the women I sleep with, or want to sleep with, but then most of the time you want me to do it. It’s kind of mixed messages, is all.”

“It’s not that complicated,” Brooke replied. “We get irritated at the advantages other women have over us, but we also feel confident and safe enough in our relationship with you that we know it isn’t going to cause any problems if you rut or mate with another woman. And we want you to because it makes you happy.”

“And because it...mmm, how to put this? The more the merrier. It makes you more desirable to us,” Riley added.

“I guess that makes sense, but...really, Brooke?”

“What!?” she demanded.

“You’re that confident, huh?”

She growled at him. “I...am dealing with things!”

“I know. Sorry, just...teasing a little.” She sighed. “You’re dealing with them quite well, actually.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

“I mean, consider who you were a month ago. Would you even be able to be around Riley then? No offense, Riley.”

“None taken, I get it,” she replied.

“I...suppose you have a point,” Brooke admitted reluctantly.

“You’ve made amazing progress, Brooke. And I am very proud of you for that. It had to be fucking rough, but you did it. And you’re still doing it.”

“She’s blushing,” Riley murmured.

“Shut up,” Brooke replied, looking out the window, then chuckled. “Thanks. It’s...yeah, it has been rough. It still is sometimes. But I can’t deny that it’s a lot easier now than before we met. I wouldn’t even have considered working with a wolf. But...I’m glad I changed that. You’re pretty cool, Riley.”

“Thanks. You’re pretty cool too, Brooke.”

“Thanks,” she murmured. “Thank fuck,” she muttered as they came within sight of the base. “I’m so shit at talking about myself.”

Hunter laughed and gave her thigh a squeeze. They pulled up a few moments later and found the front gate open, some thirty or so soldiers out there. He found himself tensing, wondering if this was the moment they revealed themselves to be evil, but it didn’t look like that’s what was happening. They seemed tense, but not in a threatening kind of way.

He killed the engine and got out.

“Where is it?” Binx asked. All his grim humor was gone.

“Here,” Hunter replied, walking over to the nearest truckbed and hauling it out. “Where do you want it?”

“Just sling it down here,” Binx replied, pointing to the ground. “No way I’m letting whatever the fuck this is in my base without looking at it first.”

“Good idea. Although I’m ninety five percent sure it’s dead,” Hunter replied, dropping it on the ground and then crouching and unzipping it.

Several of the men cried out in honest shock as the body was revealed. Binx stared at it silently, and even with his sunglasses on, Hunter could tell he was horrified. Slowly, he reached up and took them off, carefully folded them, then slipped them into his pocket and crouched.

“Fuck me,” he muttered softly as he pulled the bag open a little more. “That’s...not a prop. Fuck.”

“God, it fucking reeks,” one of the soldiers complained.

Another one turned and vomited suddenly, which caused three others to do the same.

“Yeah, it’s pretty bad,” Hunter replied.

“And you’ve been killing these things for, what, you said a month now?”

“Yep.”

“No wonder we lost contact,” he muttered, then he looked up at Janessa. “How you holding up?”

“Um, you know, better now,” she replied, then laughed anxiously, staring at the dead Trinket.

Binx stared at it for a few moments longer, then sighed and zipped it back up. He got back to his feet, wiping his hands absently on his uniform.

“You’re sure it’s dead?” he asked.

“Yeah. As you can see I put two extra bullets into its head, just to be sure. That being said, I’d keep it locked up. I’d also check it for activity of any kind. No idea if these things can transmit or not, alive or dead.”

“Right...Finnegan! Take this thing to the infirmary and have Doc and Wes do a complete workup on it.” He paused. “And get Roark in there, too. See if he can make heads or tails of any of this shit that’s...attached to it...embedded, implanted, whatever.”

“Yes, Captain,” a larger, stony-faced man replied as he marched up. He grabbed the body bag, about faced, and headed back into the base.

“Oh, and stay in there with it! Make sure it doesn’t come back to life!” Binx called.

“Yes, Captain,” Roark repeated.

“Well, uh...thanks,” Binx said, turning back to the group. “With that unpleasantness out of the way, how about we negotiate?”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Hunter replied, grateful to be almost finished with this.

…

They ended up negotiating for about three hours.

Most of that, admittedly, was Binx asking all manner of questions about the Trinkets. Then about the wolves and the tigers. Which Hunter shared gladly. He also learned their situation, and it wasn’t looking particularly good.

They were cut off. All contact had ceased about six weeks ago and all attempts to raise command or anything even remotely resembling their military had been met with stonewalled silence. They had started one hundred and twelve strong, and had so far lost twenty seven. Mostly to the wolves, some to the tigers.

Now some to the Trinkets.

Binx was not-so-surprisingly open to trade once Hunter gave him a vague notion of their resources and his own capabilities at gathering said resources. He was surprisingly open about their situation. While they had bullets and grenades enough to last through a war, and water was more or less taken care of thanks to a direct tap to a massive underground reservoir, food, medicine, and power were more of an issue. They could presently last about eight months, if they were careful.

In the end, they’d traded two of the solar panels, some weapon repair kits, a few rarer replacement parts they’d come across at the solar field, and some antibiotics in exchange for three of the parts they were looking for, a couple of different, rarer replacement parts that they didn’t have, and one of the military trucks.

“So, it’s official?” Binx asked. “We can count on you for future resources? Food? Medicine? Parts, if need be?”

“Yes. And in return you help us with military action. Also, maybe we could mount a joint expedition in a few days,” Hunter replied.

“Where to?”

“The coast. There’s a dam and a dockyard we need to hit up. It would be mutually beneficial.”

Binx considered it for a moment. “Let me think it over, talk about it with my people, but...probably yes. I could spare a truck and a five-man squad, I think.”

“Excellent. We’re heading home for now, got enough of a load, I think. We’ll probably be back this way in two, three, maybe four days. I’ll let you know over the radio.”

“Once I’ve got confirmation that this is a good idea, I’ll let you know.”

Hunter nodded, shook the man’s hand, and began walking back to the truck. The others were already in it, waiting. In truth, they could afford to spend another day out here, going back to the airfield and salvaging more. The military truck definitely had more cargo space and trading two of those solar panels had freed some up.

However, he was a bit desperate to get these parts back to the Warren. Based on the updated list, they now had the resources to fix the systems controlling temperature and climate within the Warren, and the water filtration. That was a pretty massive win, all things considered. They still needed power, but it wasn’t like the clock was ticking all that intensely.

Janessa was waiting for him by the truck. She had on a rucksack and carried a submachine gun. He’d noticed her and Binx talking earlier at length about something while Hunter was helping some of the soldiers unload the solar panels.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Um...can I come with you?” she replied.

He raised his eyebrows. Well, he hadn’t quite expected that.

“Any particular reason?”

“I just…” She hesitated, then sighed. “I don’t really...fit in, here. I never really have. Here or back home. I’m sorry if this sounds just insane, but...you and your friends feel...right.”

“So, you think you’d fit in with us?”

“Yes. Or, at least, fit better.” She chewed on one lip anxiously. And prettily.

Hunter knew he was screwed. He was going to say yes to her. He’d been briefed on the foxes already and they didn’t seem to have any ill will towards rabbits, or have a history of fucking friends over. And so far, he hadn’t sensed any kind of deception or subterfuge from them. For all intents and purposes, this seemed to be as it appeared.

“Give me a minute,” he replied.

She nodded and he slipped into the truck.

“She asking to go for a ride?” Yelena asked, grinning at him.

He sighed. “Fuck’s sake, now you’re in on it, too. She wants to move in with us.”

“She moves fast,” Brooke murmured, making the other women laugh.

“She doesn’t fit in here and she thinks we’re...right. For her. I’m inclined to add a trained soldier to our population if she’s offering.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet you are,” Riley replied.

“Okay, seriously, I gotta know: good idea, or bad idea?”

“You’re sure she won’t compromise our security?” Yelena asked.

He raised an eyebrow. “Our security?”

She sighed. “Answer the question.”

“Well, I’m more sure about her than I was about you, and we let you in.”

“Then let her in.”

“Yeah,” Riley replied.

“I know you can’t say no to redheads,” Brooke murmured, flicking some of her hair.

Hunter thought about it. He was about a hundred percent certain that the others in charge of the Warren would be fine with it and give him more or less the same response. Well, why not? He really did want another soldier there with them, it would be very helpful.

He got back out and opened up Riley’s door. “Shove over.”

“Oh, yes sir,” she replied, scooting to the middle.

“You can live with us. But you have to follow the rules, and you have to carry your weight.”

“I can do that!” she replied, her excitement just about ready to burst out of her.

He laughed and stepped back, letting her in. Once she was secure, he shut the door and got back behind the wheel.

Another woman in his life. He wasn’t even sure if she was going to be interested in him, but something told him she was.

This was definitely his biggest weakness.

With a soft sigh, Hunter fired up the truck and started driving home.

Episode 10 will be out October 1st!

Thanks for reading, reviews and ratings are really appreciated!
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