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CHAPTER 1

“Janessa...stay out here with me for a bit.”

Janessa hesitated as they approached the airlock. Looked back at him with a look he couldn’t quite read. It seemed to contain multiple emotions.

They seemed mostly good, at least.

Brooke was the last one going into the airlock. She tossed him a curious glance, though it didn’t last. Hunter gave her a reassuring look and she just headed on in, closing the airlock behind her and cycling them through.

The drive home had been fine. Pleasant, even. They hadn’t run into any wolves or tigers or Trinkets. Nothing but rolling plains still half-shrouded by snow. They’d caught Janessa up to speed on the general situation and had gotten to know her a bit.

She struck him as an exceptionally attractive woman who knew she was attractive, but didn’t seem to know what to do with it, nor did this knowledge seem to have much impact on her natural awkwardness.

For the most part, he’d been trying to suss out why she had done this.

He didn’t think it was for nefarious reasons. If Hunter had even an inkling that she wasn’t throwing straight dice about why she had decided to join up with them after less than half a day together, he would have said no.

The security of the Warren was too important.

And the thing was, he mostly believed her about what she’d said. Actually, he completely believed her. That she never really fit in anywhere and was looking for something resembling that. It was just that there was more. He knew there was more, because there had to be more, but also because of the way she was acting.

In truth, he was concerned that her general social awkwardness was throwing him off his game, because he felt like he should’ve been able to figure out what was bugging him by now.

“Yes?” she asked as he looked at her.

“Walk with me,” Hunter replied, and began heading east.

It was always a good idea to do a perimeter check. Plus, this was a two birds, one stone kind of situation.

“All right, then.”

They walked along the forest floor. It was muddy here, like it was most everywhere else, with all the snow melting. The sun was out again and it was somewhere in the fifties. Hunter suddenly wondered, not for the first time, if he had an internal thermometer.

“So, there were two things I wanted to talk with you about. The first one is something we already have, I just wanted to go over it again. Really impress it upon you. Tell me if I’m coming on too strong.”

“All right,” she replied quietly.

Hunter glanced over at her. She was smiling at him. And blushing. Hmm.

“You’re locked in. Unless you want to leave, you’re a citizen of the Warren now, and under my command. Not Binx’s, not any longer. Your loyalties lie with the Warren. And security of the Warren, including knowledge of its existence, is paramount. I just want to be really clear.”

“I understand,” she replied, adopting the almost-but-not-quite formal tone she seemed to take on when the conversation turned serious. He thought that some people might interpret the tone as mocking, but he had already come to understand that she was being genuine. “I take it seriously. And I meant it when I agreed to this. I comprehend the full weight of the responsibility becoming part of the Warren puts on me, and I respect that responsibility. I know I’m...strange, but I do know what I’m doing, what I’m agreeing to. And I’m not upset with this conversation. I understand why we’re having it.”

“Excellent. I appreciate that, Janessa. Now, as for the second thing…”

“...yeah?”

They came to a halt in a small clearing. A creek cut through it, bubbling quietly. In the distance, he caught sight of a deer leaning down to drink from the very same creek.

He turned to face her fully. “Why did you join us? I mean, really why? I believe you, about what you’ve said so far, but I can’t shake the feeling that there’s another reason.”

Her awkward smile told him that he’d hit a nerve. Though he was curious if it was a good nerve or a bad one.

“There...is,” she admitted finally.

“I’m listening,” he replied when she didn’t say anything for several moments.

She cleared her throat. She was blushing worse now. “I…”

Again, she fell silent.

Hunter suppressed a gentle laugh. She was pretty painfully cute like this. Damn, was he a sucker for redheads.

“Come on, Janessa, I’m not going to bite you,” he said.

From the way her eyes widened and she shifted uncertainly, Hunter suddenly wondered if that particular phrase had different connotations over here. Or among foxes.

“I guess if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that the sooner I get stuff like this out in the open, the better.” She stood there chewing on her lip for a moment, then sighed. “I...kind of fell for you the moment I saw you. Uh, I mean...to be specific, I am lusting badly after you. And! To be clear! That isn’t the only reason I did this! Even just from the time I’ve spent among you all, I’m just feeling...better. Calmer. Happier. Everything isn’t...it’s not weird with you and your friends, you know? I mean, not really, not anywhere close to how it is with the others. Unless I’m sorely misinterpreting the situation.”

Hunter did laugh now. So that’s what it was. By now, it should’ve been obvious. He supposed he’d been keeping it out of his mind as much as he could because he didn’t exactly want to get his hopes up. Plus, well, there was still the problem of having enough women in his life.

This was the last one, though. For sure. Definitely.

“No, you aren’t misinterpreting,” he said. “We like you. I know Brooke likes you.”

“Really? I...wasn’t sure.”

“Trust me. She likes you. She’s just...grumpy. And I am lusting after you pretty badly myself.”

She stared at him with something like wonder for a few seconds, then she started laughing. It was pretty clearly relieved laughter. Intensely relieved laughter. It went on for a bit before she stopped, then she took a deep breath and let it out in a heavy, long puff.

“Oh, thank fucking shit!” she cried, then her eyes widened and she put her hands over her mouth.

Fuck. This girl was way too cute.

“That was loud,” she said. “Sorry. I swear I’m not a bad soldier.”

He chuckled, tilted his head, and began walking back. She fell in step beside him.

“I know, Janessa. I can tell. But yes, you can assume that as horny as you are for me, I’m at least that horny for you. I...have a very strong weakness for redheaded pale girls with accents and bright blue eyes. And I also have a thing for fighters. And foxy girls,” he murmured, reaching up and touching her ear.

She giggled uncontrollably for a moment, going bright red, her bushy tail twitching back and forth. “Well, um, good for me then,” she said after clearing her throat again. “But what about, um...all the others?”

“Well, that’s something we’ll have to discuss. I think the first thing we need to discuss is: what do you want? In terms of a relationship?”

“Oh, everything. All of it,” she replied immediately. “I want to rut with you, mate with you...if that’s possible? I mean, clearly Brooke is pregnant, and I’m assuming they’re yours…”

“Yes. She is, they’re mine, and it’s very possible. Most of my mates are pregnant by now. And all the research we’ve done on the subject indicates that the offspring will be quite healthy.”

“Good! Because I want kits. I really want kits. I have for a while now.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty four. How old are you?”

“I-” He hesitated. Had this come up before? It must have, but he couldn’t remember having discussed it. There was something else he couldn’t remember. “I don’t know.”

“Oh.” She lost her smile. “That’s...terrible. I’m sorry.”

Hunter shrugged. “There are worse things. I’m probably in my early-to-mid thirties, if it helps.”

“That’s what I would have guessed, but you’re also a supersoldier, and I’m guessing that makes you age much slower.”

“That probably is the case. Anyway, so, you want it all? Furious rutting, furious mating, living together, birthing my kits, having over half a dozen other women who are doing the same thing?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. I’m sure. I just…” She sighed as they came back to the airlock. Abruptly, she turned to face him, suddenly urgent. “I really mean it, that I’ve never fit in anywhere. It’s always there, that feeling, that sense of not belonging. It’s like...a mild headache, or a background hum. That never goes away. It gets better, but it never goes away, and I’m never not aware of it. But since I’ve joined you, it already is as low as I can ever remember it being. I think it’s going to go away, but even if it doesn’t, I can do this for the rest of my life. Because this feels...right. It just feels right. And not just because I’m...amorous.”

He chuckled, then so did she.

“I believe you, Janessa. And I sympathize with you. So, how about we go have a discussion with everyone else about you being moved into the Warren, and then you being moved into the relationship.”

“And then we can have sex?” she asked hopefully.

He laughed. “No, I have other responsibilities I need to tend to. But soon. Today.” She groaned. “Believe me,” he said as they headed into the airlock, “I want to have sex with you as much as you want to have sex with me.”

“No you don’t,” she replied in a surprisingly firm tone of voice. Hunter began the cycle and then looked at her inquisitively. “I haven’t gotten laid in the last two years, Hunter. Whereas you’ve got...how many wives?”

“Seven...ish,” he replied.

“What the fuck does that mean!?”

“It means there are two others who are...considering.”

“Wow. So, wait, if this all works out, you are going to be living with ten wives?!”

“Apparently, yes.”

She laughed. “Right, so, I definitely want to fuck you more than you want to fuck me.”

Hunter had to give it to her, she had a point.

…

The initial part of the meeting was probably the most annoying situation he’d ever been in involving his mates.

And that was saying something.

Hunter had lost his memories, but he was reasonably sure he hadn’t been teased this much in his entire life.

All of them, even Lacy and Petra, seemed infinitely amused by the situation with Janessa. And his one out, his one defense, had failed him utterly. He would have put a stop to it if it had made Janessa uncomfortable.

Except it hadn’t.

If anything, she looked immensely pleased by the whole situation.

“So,” he said firmly, “now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, let’s talk about business.”

“I don’t know, I think we could talk about this whole thing with Janessa a little bit longer…” Kiara murmured, getting several giggles from the others.

Hunter sighed. “Okay, babe, I love you, but I want to wrap up my responsibilities before bedtime.”

“Gee, I wonder what’s gonna happen at bedtime,” Brooke muttered. More giggles.

“Lacy,” he said, even more firmly, focusing his gaze on her, “what’s the situation with the Warren?”

That seemed to work, at least. “Nothing big and bad happened while you were gone, just minor issues.”

“What kind of minor issues?”

“We had a power surge in the third level down. Nothing serious, but half the apartments are without power. Should be fixed within two hours. The hydroponics are giving us a little trouble, trying to figure out the water pressure. And two of the ovens in one of the main kitchens went out. And a hundred little things that need to be dealt with among the population, all stuff that’s being worked on. Now, about the parts you brought back…”

She consulted her tablet for a moment. “Riley went straight to work with her team downstairs. It’s probably going to take them today and tomorrow to get through the job properly. Based on the information, it’s looking like we’re good except for the main reactor. It’s the last thing left on the list. We need one part, and...unfortunately, it’s very rare and very hard to make. I’ve been trying to think of places that might have it, but the few I’ve come up with, we’ve mostly crossed off the list.”

“What places are left?”

“The wind farm might have it, but it’s a long shot. The dockyard also might have it. I had hoped the dam would, but my research has led me to indicate that this won’t be true. The reactors dams utilize are fundamentally different from what we use to power the Warren. It’s theoretically possible that there might be one at the dockyard, in the cargo, somewhere. But that’s another long shot.”

“Great. Well, I’ll see if Binx will be any help. If we can’t find it, we’ll have to start looking elsewhere.”

“Hopefully he can help. Now, what we really should discuss are the results of all my drone hunting.”

“Yes,” Hunter said, leaning forward, “what’d you find?”

“Lots of wolves and some refugees. I’ve been trying to reach out to them. So far, I’ve only gotten into contact with a single group. I’ve been...vague, but hopeful, letting them know help is coming, and soon. But I wanted to wait until you got back to coordinate.”

“Good instincts. I’ll need to look over all that data to put together some kind of a plan. How many refugees are we talking, altogether?”

“Around a hundred.”

“Great,” Brooke muttered. Then she sighed. “That was a shitty thing to say.”

“No, we’re all feeling it,” Hunter replied. “It’s...a hundred more people is a lot of responsibility. How are we doing on that big list I wanted? Of potential stashes or abandoned vehicles, basically anything anyone saw?”

“It’s long, and we’re running it down,” Lacy replied. “It hasn’t been too fruitful so far. But we’ve still got a couple of dozen places to check. And that’s not counting everything from down in the south or to the west. Or the wolf dens you’ll wipe out. We’ve found eight of them, total. Although two of them looked abandoned.”

“Hopefully desertion,” Hunter muttered.

“Or the Trinkets got them,” Brooke replied.

“Yeah, but hopefully desertion. The fewer of these fuckers in our forest we need to kill, the better.” He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Okay, anyone got anything else?” No one did. He nodded and stood up. “Good then. I need to...deal with some personal things.”

“Wonder what those could be,” Kiara murmured.

He sighed and headed out of the room.


CHAPTER 2

Trusting that Janessa was in good hands with Chloe and Kiara and Brooke, Hunter went off in search of the other women in his life.

First, he swung by the apartment, to both change and grab a shower. The place was empty, but as he stripped and got into the shower, he heard the front door open and close. A moment later, he found a slim blonde bunny girl slipping into the shower with him.

“You’re back,” Nicole said.

“I am back,” Hunter replied, for a moment simply enjoying the sight of her smooth, nude body. “I had a question.”

“I’m listening,” she said, smiling the smile of a woman who is very pleased with how distracting her body was to her mate.

“So, we brought back someone from our expedition to the plains. She’s a fox, and a soldier. She wanted to join us. We’ve agreed. She also wants to join the relationship. How would you feel about that?”

“I think we’ll need a bigger apartment, but otherwise, I’m fine with it. I trust you, I trust the others.”

“Okay, good. I think we’ll have a proper meeting tonight between her and everyone else.”

“Where is she right now?”

“I’m not sure. With Chloe and Kiara. Probably heading for an infirmary, as I imagine Chloe will want to get her checked out.”

“So by proper meeting, do you mean everyone watches while you rut with her?”

He chuckled. “I was thinking of something a little closer to dinner together.”

She smiled. “Dinner comes after.”

“I guess that’s a good point…” He began reaching out. “So, you in here for a reason…?”

“Ah!” she replied, grabbing his hand and gently pushing it back. He raised an inquisitive eyebrow. She was smirking. “I’m here to tease.”

“Tease?”

“Yes. You’re going to be rutting with her for the first time tonight...right? Unless you’ve already fucked her.”

“I haven’t. So, what, you want to tease me so I’ll be extra horny for her first time?”

“Yes.”

“But you didn’t know she even existed when you made the choice to get into the shower.”

“I’m allowed to pivot. Now,” she put a bar of soap in his hand and turned around, “get my back.”

Hunter sighed and started lathering up the soap.

Even the shy, twenty year old college girl was giving him shit.

…

“Hey, where’d you end up?” Hunter asked into the radio as he stepped out of his apartment.

He felt refreshed, if sexually frustrated. Nicole had made him reach around to the front and soap her breasts while grinding her bare, tight ass against his erection.

“I’m in my quarters,” Yelena replied. “Do you need me for something?”

“So,” Hunter said as he began heading for the stairwell. He figured he could do this with Yelena over the radio, since she had kind of been in an ‘I want be alone’ sort of mood on the walk back to the Warren. “I know we don’t really have a formal relationship, but you’re involved enough that I want your opinion. Janessa wants to be a full wife, kits and all. Are you comfortable with this?”

A long pause. “It sounds like you are asking me this based on the supposition that I will eventually become a wife, too.”

“Isn’t that logical?”

“How so?”

“Kind of a ‘I’d rather have it and not need it’ type of thing. If you leave, then it doesn’t matter. But if you stay, I’d rather have involved you earlier instead of later. Because I respect you, and your opinion.”

Another long pause. “That is logical. I have no problem with Janessa becoming that level of involved with you. Although I do wonder about the logic of taking on yet another woman. Weren’t you just complaining about having seventeen kits?”

He laughed awkwardly, his voice echoing in the stairwell as he began descending. “Yeah...I have a hard time saying no to women.”

“Good for me, then. And since you can’t say no to women: I’ll be needing that secure location.”

“All right, all right. Let me finish getting permission from everyone and then we can figure something out.”

“Good. I already know what I need and what needs to be done and how to do it. I imagined you’d want to be involved, though.”

“Yes, I would. I’ll get back to you.”

“Have fun.”

He sighed and kept going down deeper until he reached the bottom. There was a lot of activity going on, from the sound of it. He traced the sounds of the ongoing repairs through a few corridors until he found Riley crouched in front of a big, complex piece of machinery. A few people were with her, all of them working on different parts of the machine, sticking their hands into its guts through open access panels.

“Hey, how’s it going?” Hunter asked.

“Annoyingly,” Riley replied. “But that’s often the nature of this job. How about you? You fuck Janessa yet?”

He sighed. “No. But we need to talk about her. She wants in. All the way in.”

Riley stopped then and turned to look at him. “As in, move in with us?”

“Yes, and have my kits. I wanted to know how you’d feel about that.”

“I’m cool with it, but I am absolutely going to start plans tomorrow on expanding our apartment. I’ve been looking into it and honestly, they were pretty clever about how they designed it. We can take down walls and adjust room size pretty easily.”

“That’s going to be such a pain in the ass,” he groaned.

“I know, and I was thinking of a way around that. How about you give me two empty apartments down on level three, and let me remake them in the image we want, and then we move in?” She paused. “Actually, three apartments.”

“Three seems like a bit much,” Hunter replied. “I’d worry about preferential treatment…”

“Hunter, for fuck’s sake, there’s going to be eleven of us living together, and how many fucking kits are on the way?”

“That’s actually a good point...eleven?”

“Oh, come on. You know Lilia and Yelena are going to move in at some point. I mean, maybe not Yelena, she does really seem like the true loner type, but still, you get my point. Those apartments are meant to hold like two parents and three kids at most.”

“All right, yeah. Once you’re done with this, see what you can get figured out. Though don’t actually start anything yet. If we’re going to be designing our own house, I want everyone’s input on it.”

“Obviously.” She turned back to her work. “Also, I want to watch tonight.”

“Everyone wants to watch,” Hunter replied as he headed off.

…

Rain and Diane had predictable reactions and answers.

Both were not just fine with the idea, but rather eager. Rain especially after having caught a look at the woman in question. She was convinced Janessa was very okay with playing with other girls. Something Hunter had forgotten to ask, somehow.

Lilia had also been fine with it. Though there’d been something in her gaze when she’d responded that he couldn’t quite read.

Once he’d gotten permission from everyone, he grabbed what Yelena wanted and then helped her install her own little secure armory in her closet. From there, he’d spent a few hours running down a handful of other things that needed doing.

In fact, he got so caught up in his tasks that he didn’t realize how long he’d been at it until Yelena chimed in over the radio.

“Say again,” he replied as he finished reassembling his assault rifle.

“I said, you’re late, Hunter.”

“For what?”

“Janessa. We’re all here.” He could hear a lot of conversation in the background.

He checked the time. It was past eleven at night now. Shit, he really could get lost in all this stuff.

“All right, I’ll be there in five minutes,” he said.

“Don’t keep us waiting too long.”

He chuckled and headed out of the armory, locking it up behind him and hurrying towards the stairwell. He had to admit, he was really looking forward to this. Besides the fact that it was going to be their first time, and that she was very attractive, all the women in his life seemed to be operating on the exact same wavelength.

They’d all been teasing him sexually, every chance they got.

Rain had been the worst. She’d been very flirtatious and actually got to the point where she pulled him off to a closet for a blowjob. And then, right before she actually put his dick in her mouth, she suddenly remembered something she needed to do and had hurried off.

That one had really pushed his buttons.

He supposed he should be happy about it. Besides the fact that it meant they were all not just fine with but thrilled about the idea of Janessa joining their happy harem, it also meant they were working together to make her first sexual encounter better.

Although he suspected it was something closer to the notion that it was a happy marriage of two of their shared desires: making a hotter show for themselves to see and fucking with Hunter.

That was something he had come to realize they all shared different flavors of. They all loved teasing him, mostly because they knew it would make the sex better. And he couldn’t even complain, because they were right.

So, when he walked back into his apartment, he was pretty full of pent up sexual energy.

The conversation all cut off as he came inside. He walked back into the bedroom, which had taken on an expectant hush.

Everyone was there.

For a moment, he was struck by how strange a scene it created. A whole group of bunny girls, ranging from collage age to cougar age, a wolf, a deer, and now a fox. Most of them were stripped down to their panties, and most of them were visibly pregnant.

Janessa lay on the bed, wearing a pair of green panties and a green sports bra. If he wasn’t so horny, Hunter might’ve been tempted to laugh. She sort of looked like a model that was doing a cross between a furry cosplay and a military cosplay. She certainly had the body for it. He’d gotten the impression that, under her uniform, she was a very nice blend of curvy and in shape.

And she was.

Her muscles were decently developed on her arms and legs, but her hips were a bit broad for her frame, her thighs thick, and she was pretty chesty.

“You just gonna stand there?” Brooke asked, and several of them laughed.

Hunter chuckled as he sat down on the bed and began unlacing his boots. “I was just wondering how exactly I got so lucky. Every last one of you is just...so insanely beautiful.”

“I think we all got lucky,” Kiara replied, and everyone murmured in agreement.

Finished with his boots, Hunter stood up and took off his shirt.

“So, Janessa, you’re still comfortable with everything?” he asked.

“Oh yes, very comfortable. I would be naked, but Rain pointed out that you would want the pleasure of undressing me yourself,” Janessa replied, beaming at him with what looked like barely-contained joy.

“Rain was right. I appreciate it,” he replied, getting his belt undone.

In truth, he was surprised. He would have figured Janessa would be a lot more anxious under these circumstances. But she looked thrilled with the situation. He supposed that meant her assessment was correct: she did feel noticeably more relaxed around him and the others, because she did feel more accepted and less out of place.

That made him very glad. His fragmented echoes of memories seemed to indicate he had been in something of a similar position in his previous life.

Hunter finished getting naked.

“Oh,” Janessa said, her eyes widening a little.

“What?” he replied as he climbed into bed with her.

“I was just...I didn’t think it was going to be that big,” she murmured.

“Can you handle it?”

“Yes, I can handle it,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” he murmured, reaching out and running a finger down her jaw.

Her expression hardened a little and her grin changed from pure joy to something a little more devious. “I can handle anything you can throw out.”

“Uh-oh,” Brooke murmured.

“Now you’ve done it,” Kiara said while the others chuckled.

But Janessa just went on smirking at him. Hunter reached down and pulled her bra off of her, then did the same with her panties. He took a moment to admire her utter beauty. Her breasts were pretty perfect. He thought that about all of them, but hers were...something else. Full and round and the purest pale sprinkled with a dash of freckles. Firm and topped by the pinkest nipples. And her pussy...it looked so wonderfully inviting, and she had a nice little unruly bush of red, red hair.

Hunter could feel sexual desire not just coursing but raging through him.

He was going to destroy her.

“First thing, before we begin,” he said.

“Oh, come on-” she began complaining, and he put his hand over her mouth.

“Safety first, you little foxy slut,” he replied, and her eyes widened with something like maddened glee. Man, he thought the others had been into being ‘disciplined’. “If it’s too much and you want me to stop, you say ‘pineapple’, got it?” She nodded. “If you can’t speak, tap me three times anywhere on my body. Got that?” She nodded again. “Good.”

When Hunter began, he didn’t stop until he was finished.

He kissed her with a firm passion and for an instant, all his thoughts were derailed. Her lips were soft and wet and full and so very hot. She moaned, a shudder running through her whole body. Then she did it again, more intensely, as he laid a hand across one full breast and slipped his tongue into her mouth.

He felt her hands touch him, run along the length of his arm, across his chest. One went down and wrapped around his erection. His own hands went wandering, enjoying the soft feel of her smooth skin. The fullness of her sweet ass, the soft curve of her hip, and then the wet perfection in her pussy as he slipped a finger inside of her.

She gasped, then cried out as he began pleasuring it, ramping up the intensity quickly. She stopped being able to kiss him as he switched between fucking her with his fingers and rubbing her clit. He had her going into a wet, full-bodied orgasm within thirty seconds.

And what an orgasm it was.

Her whole body shook and trembled with it, her breasts jiggling and swaying beautifully, her wonderfully powerful hips bucking as her thighs bunched and clenched. The sounds she made were just as pleasing.

He finger fucked her through all of it, and then he did it through the next two orgasms as well. When she was finished with the third, he finally relented, letting her fall back against the pillow gasping for breath, face red, eyes wide.

After a moment, she said, “Is that all you’ve got?”

“That was just the warmup,” he replied.

Hunter kissed her once on the mouth, then got down between her pleasantly padded thighs and began tonguing her clit. She let out a surprised shriek, which was followed by a series of long, loud, drawn-out moans of utter ecstasy.

He gave her another pair of intense, lengthy orgasms with his tongue, his lip, and his fingers.

“Now,” he said as he sat up, wiped his mouth, and laid down beside her. “It’s my turn.”

“Yeah…” she murmured, dazed.

Hunter grabbed her as she sat up and pushed her head down towards his erection. Once she got it into her mouth, he gripped her head more tightly and began forcefully bringing it up and down. She groaned and he kept a watch on her body language. It seemed inviting, so he began doing it faster and harder, fucking her mouth roughly and jamming his cock into her throat.

He pushed it deep and held it there. “Swallow.”

Janessa swallowed and he groaned as all her slick inner muscles tightened reflexively around his head, sending a burst of utter ecstasy through him. She did it twice more and then he released her, letting her move at her own pace. She kept bobbing her head, working his erection with her mouth and her hand.

He hated thinking it, but she seemed to be sucking him with more enthusiasm than skill. But it would make sense that she wouldn’t have much experience.

Well, that was the joy of practicing.

He let her keep doing it for a little while before having her stop.

“Now what?” she asked, pushing some errant strands of red hair away from her face.

“Now for the really fun part,” Hunter replied.

He sat up, grabbed her, and shoved her onto her bed. She gasped, then cried out in delighted shock as he pushed her legs open. Getting between them, he pressed his head up against her pussy, in between her wet lips. He began rubbing it slowly up and down. Janessa moaned and shuddered hard.

“Don’t make me wait…” she complained.

“You complain a lot,” he murmured.

Her face seemed to light up. “What the fuck are you gonna do about it?”

“Fuck’s sake, you are bratty!” he snapped.

She began to respond but her words lost cohesion as he shoved his cock into her.

Hunter took the time to get comfortable inside of her, seeing if she really could take it without issue. And she could. He found her slippery and oh so hot inside, her inner muscles clenching around his erection as he pushed all the way inside of her.

Then he got started on giving her exactly what she was asking for.

Gagging for, really.

Janessa took a deep breath and started crying out as he began pumping into her, driving his cock deep and hard in her sweet, wonderful pussy. Pure, raw rapture, laced with intense sexual gratification, began filling him as he pounded her.

“Yes! YES! FUCK! YES!” she shrieked as he screwed her brains out.

Her pale, freckled breasts were nearly hypnotizing, swaying with the rhythm of their rutting. He grabbed her legs at one point and brought them up, gripping her by the ankles as he kept fucking her. Then he pushed them down, folding her, and began fucking her in just the right spot.

She really lost it then. He had her orgasming yet again within another few moments of hammering away at her and that was when his own control began really slipping.

As her climax wore off, she seemed to sense this, and apparently decided to just fling him right over the edge.

“Breed me!” she screamed, panting, gasping for air at this point. “Fill me with it! Get me pregnant!”

Yep, that did it.

He lost all control and his orgasm didn’t just burst out of him, but exploded. Hunter thrust deep and hard into her as he began releasing his seed. He lost himself to the bliss, the purity of it, the totality of it, the absolute ecstasy of coming inside of this beautiful fox girl soldier who was now his mate. It came to him that he was claiming her, marking his territory inside of her.

That just made the orgasm hit harder. His whole body thrummed with it, his hips jerking in time with each spurt released into her, making her shriek.

When it finally finished, he pulled out of her and fell onto his back.

“All right,” he panted, “that’s the first round.”

“How many are there?” Janessa murmured, as dazed as ever.

“I think,” Brooke said, and he realized she’d stepped up to the bedside and was shedding her panties, “it’s time Janessa learn an important lesson.”

“What’s that?” she asked.

“That if you are going to be mates with a man who has several other mates, you’re going to have to share.”

She climbed onto the bed, and onto him.


CHAPTER 3

Hunter was on the road again.

Three days was how long he wanted to wait, after they’d gotten back to the Warren. And what a hectic three days they had been.

While Hunter knew (prayed) that it was eventually going to get better, he had the notion that those days were a fairly accurate reflection of what most of the rest of his life was going to look like. Trying to balance running around the Warren, doing all the little jobs, big and small, that needed doing, and finding time for his many mates.

It was going to change drastically when their kits entered the picture.

And yet, even as he found himself thinking such thoughts, he couldn’t really complain. Because Hunter knew that he did not idle well. He liked his leisure, but clearly his life needed to be busy. And not just because he was a supersoldier hardwired for disciplined and regimented activity. He strongly suspected it was just who he was as a person.

Presently, he was leading their tiny convoy out of the woods, back to the west once more.

He’d deliberated on it for a while, and had ultimately chosen to go with two vehicles. They took the truck the foxes had given them, and the civilian truck they’d found while taking down the tigers. He had taken Yelena, Janessa, Chloe, and Lilia in his truck, while Penny, Luke, and Ryan were in the other one.

Now there were two choices he hadn’t thought he’d be making.

He knew he was taking Janessa and Yelena. Initially, he’d considered Riley again, but Yelena had pointed out that she had enough technical knowledge to handle anything they’d need. Plus, Lilia had asked to come along, and her own knowledge would only add to that. He knew he wanted to bring Penny and Luke, mostly to give them exposure to jobs like this and for the extra muscle to haul things and, if need be, fight.

He’d wanted to round it out with a third person and right as he’d been realizing that, he’d seen the wayward wolf. He was working in one of the kitchens now and, according to the others he’d discreetly asked, was doing a pretty decent job at it. When Hunter had asked if he wanted to come along, he’d said yes almost immediately.

Hunter was still trying to figure that one out. There were a couple of reasons he’d have that reaction. There wasn’t really enough info about the kid to draw conclusions yet, but he found himself hoping that it was because he wanted to ask more of himself, to become better than he was. How good was he? So far, he seemed decent.

Honestly, he seemed like a good kid. No one had complained about him so far, and he hadn’t refused to do anything that was asked of him. In a way, Hunter felt for him. He certainly had prejudice against him, and people were no doubt watching him more closely than they were anyone else. Even Riley, who people were mostly used to by now.

Maybe the reason Hunter had asked him along was because he’d finally crossed that uncertain, invisible threshold. He didn’t exactly trust the kid, but he didn’t distrust him either. Maybe he was ready to entertain the notion that he really was on their side and that he wasn’t just looking for a chance to fuck them over somehow.

If that was true, then the kid was doing the right thing and suffering for it. For no reason except for the type of ears on his head.

And then there was Chloe.

She had basically demanded to go. Apparently, she wanted to have one more decent trek out into the wilderness before giving birth. Hunter had wanted to point out that she still had time. At least a month, if not more, but he found that he couldn’t deny her.

He’d taken Kiara when she had demanded the same thing. It wouldn’t be fair.

That wasn’t the only thing dictating the decision, but the job should be simple. Easy, even. Trinket and wolf activity over here seemed minimal. Mostly. Well, wolf more than Trinket.

Speaking of Trinkets…

“Yelena.”

“Yes?” she replied, turning her attention back to the interior.

“Did those scans of the Trinket ever turn anything up?”

When she didn’t reply, he looked at her. And saw discomfort on her face. She opted not to wear her mask or hood more often than not nowadays, so she was at least easier to read in that regard.

He immediately frowned. “You’re keeping something from me.”

She sighed softly. “I...was going to tell you today. I’ve been looking over the data ever since the scan, and running a number of additional scans and theorizing algorithms on the data and…”

“What? I need to know,” he said flatly.

“Some of the technology inside of the Trinkets is deer tech.”

Silence in the car. It began to draw out.

“You’re sure?” he asked finally.

“Yes. I’m sure. I wanted to be very sure, and...there’s no denying it. I was...embarrassed, I suppose. I’m sorry.”

Hunter considered it for a moment. He found that he believed her, it was just that it was such a strange reaction from her. On the other hand, he did kind of get that. It might make her feel, in some small and irrational way, responsible for all the suffering the Trinkets had caused.

“I forgive you,” he replied. “It at least gives us something of an answer. Does this give us any kind of an edge at all? Any new tactics?”

“No, unfortunately. If it was just straight deer tech, I would be able to provide insights, weaknesses, counters. But it isn’t. It’s...I’m not sure how to describe it. It’s fundamentally different from everything I’ve seen.”

“What does that mean, exactly?” Lilia asked.

“It means…” She struggled for a moment, then seemed to latch onto an idea. “It’s like seeing a functional gun made out of teeth and bone and flesh. By all accounts, it should not work, and even taking it apart indicates this. And yet, it does work.”

“That’s...horrifying,” Chloe murmured.

“Yes. There is something holding it all together and making it run that is just...some kind of breakthrough? An accident? A one-off? Or I’m just missing something. In truth, if these were ideal circumstances, I would have a Level Seven Biohazard Lab flown in and assembled, and a team of seasoned experts to do an in-depth study. Pick these things apart and figure out what makes them tick, how better to kill them. And I’d have five hundred recon teams sweeping the entire damned region finding the source.”

“I feel like it’s gotta be underground, given the fact that no one’s stumbled onto it,” Hunter replied. “We would have heard about it if they had.”

“Probably,” Yelena agreed quietly. She sighed. “I don’t like our chances of fixing this problem.”

“Neither do I, but we don’t really have an alternative.”

Silence again.

Hunter tried to think of something to say that wasn’t depressing, but he couldn’t in that moment. And apparently neither could anyone else.

They drove on in silence.

…

Binx was wearing his sunglasses again as he greeted them at the gate with a pair of military trucks and a squad of soldiers.

“Have you got the stuff?” was the first thing he asked Hunter.

He chuckled. “Sounds like a drug deal,” he replied as he popped the trunk of their own military truck.

“Well, technically…” Binx murmured as he cracked open one of the medical kits they’d brought along to trade for a big shipment of tech parts and bullets.

“Too bad money isn’t worth shit anymore.”

“Too true, I had racked up some serious fucking overtime out here. Eh, whatever. Not like it matters now. This is my fucking life.”

“Is it a bad life?”

He closed the case and then turned around and leaned against the vehicle with a sigh. “No, not really. All things considered. We’ve got resources, we’ve got space, we’ve only had a handful of run-ins with the wolves.”

“Speaking of the wolves…”

He turned, raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

“We’ve got pretty solid intel on them. Where they are in the forest and how many of them there are.”

“How many are there?”

“Right now, there’s approximately four hundred wolves left in the forest region.”

“Where’s this intel coming from?”

“We got our hands on a deer drone, been putting it to good use.”

“Oh.” He glanced at Yelena. “That makes sense. Any chance we could get one of those?”

“There’s just the one and...I am not comfortable handing that over,” Yelena replied flatly.

“Fair enough. Figured I’d ask anyway. Hmm. You got a plan of attack yet?”

“Working on one, but it isn’t going to need to be too complex. The wolves are...not exceptionally good at this whole thing.”

“I’ve noticed something similar. Lucked out there, I guess. Imagine if it was the lions we were dealing with? We’d be fucked.” He pursed his lips and looked down at the ground for a moment, then returned his hidden gaze to Hunter. “I’ve talked it over with my people. If you’ve got a plan and it doesn’t seem like it’s going to fuck us over somehow, we’re ready for a joint operation.”

“Shit, thank you. That’s really appreciated. How many men are you willing to commit?”

“Thirty, which includes myself.”

“That’s definitely appreciated. I think we could actually make this work.”

“That’s good to hear. We can also offer you some more guns if you need them. Some explosives, too. Can’t really offer much in the way of vehicles.”

“Armor?”

“Yeah, we could probably spare a dozen sets of combat ready body armor.”

“Excellent.” He looked back into the vehicle. “If there’s nothing else…?”

“Yeah, we’re good. Ready to roll out.” He let out a sharp whistle and waved the other soldiers over. “We get this unloaded and then we’re ready to go.”

“Perfect,” Hunter replied.

He briefly debated whether or not to offer help unloading, and decided Binx probably would feel better with his own people doing it, given they had to go inside of the actual base. He instead shifted to rejoin his own crew, who were mostly standing around nearby, waiting.

“We good?” Yelena asked.

“We’re good,” Hunter replied. “We’ll get our load on the way back. And it sounds like they’re willing to commit to taking out the rest of the wolves with us.”

“That would make it a lot easier,” she murmured.

“Yes. We can put together a plan once we get back from this excursion. And then, once the wolves are gone and our home is fixed, we can turn all of our attention to the Trinkets.”

No one really had anything to say to that, and he understood.

None of them were particularly eager to keep fighting those awful things. And he was sure that wherever their home base was, whatever it looked like, it was A) underground, and B) fucking horrifying.

And he was going to have to go in there to rip the Trinkets’ dark heart out.


CHAPTER 4

“So, Janessa,” Hunter said.

“Yeah?” she replied tentatively. She was riding shotgun.

“We should probably get to know each other better. What with the whole, tying our lives together thing.”

“Probably,” she agreed. “Um, what do you want to know?”

“I guess, tell us about yourself. Your life.”

She groaned. “It’s...boring.”

“So bore us. I mean, we’re already there. We’ve got another forty minutes or so before we hit the wind farm.”

“He has a point,” Chloe murmured.

“I guess that is a good point.” She was silent for a moment, twisting her lips. “Well, I was born about a thousand miles from here, in a medium-sized town. My parents were pretty normal. Had a pretty normal, boring childhood. Except for all the weirdness and anxiety. I don’t know, maybe it wasn’t normal. I spent a lot of time by myself. I just wanted to be home, reading books or playing video games. My parents did their best to, you know, do the things that parents are supposed to do for their kids, and I guess I should thank them for it.

“I hated the sports they had me sign up for, and the other handful of extracurricular activities. But having done those is probably why I have the little social ability that I do have. And...it didn’t help that I kept hearing over and over, starting in freaking middle school, how guys were supposed to hit on you if you were hot, but basically no guys ever did.”

“I assume you found out why,” Lilia said.

“Not really. I mean, I’ve heard different reasons, but-”

“You’re too attractive.”

“I’ve had people tell me that a handful of times, but it seems...I don’t know, it seems like the wrong answer.”

“I’m afraid that this is the answer,” Hunter said.

“Seriously? I mean, what, just like that? We’ve been together for like four days.”

“Okay, this is what I think: you’re kind of awkward, but it doesn’t matter. For one, you aren’t that awkward. You have a little trouble in the beginning and you stumble from time to time, but once you feel comfortable in a conversation, which, from what I’ve seen, happens fairly quickly, you’re more or less indistinguishable from a more social person. For two, you’re attractive enough that any awkwardness is going to be overlooked. Now, I could be wrong about your natural level of awkwardness, because you’re in a new environment where you say you’re more comfortable than you’ve mostly been in your life.”

“I do feel that way,” Janessa murmured.

“Right, but I think my point stands: even if you were ten times more awkward than you might be now, you’re still hot enough that it doesn’t matter. So it’s not the awkwardness. It’s the intimidation factor. I imagine most men took a look at you and immediately thought: she definitely isn’t single. Because there’s no fucking way you could be single. Or, if you are, it’s because you want to be. Because you have a massive advantage. Your advantage is so massive that you basically have your pick of the litter in any given situation.”

“Man, I wish Hunter would go on like this about me,” Chloe murmured.

He sighed. “You seduced me inside of like five minutes of meeting me, and I tell you every day how beautiful I think you are. You’re like the pinnacle of nerdy women.”

Chloe began to say something, but it just came out as a fumbling half-sigh/half-scoff. He glanced in the rearview and saw that she’d begun to blush badly. He chuckled.

“What about me?” Yelena asked.

“You’re the empress of ice queens and your natural beauty is staggering.”

“I…” Yelena stared at him in the rearview for several seconds, then sighed and looked away, blushing as well.

“Do me!” Lilia declared.

He laughed. “All right. You are a fucking smoking hot, rugged tomboy. And you’re intimidating. You all are, in different ways. Every single woman I’ve gotten with since this whole thing began has been intimidating.”

“You’re intimidated by Nicole?” Chloe asked, raising an eyebrow.

“She’s really smart. There’s two kinds of women you don’t want pissed at you: really smart and really stubborn. Anyway, you are intimidatingly attractive, Janessa. In my opinion.”

“Well...thank you. I guess it does kind of make sense. Also, it doesn’t matter now! The past three days have been, just...fucking paradise. I am so in love with you and everything just feels right finally!”

“I am very happy for you,” Hunter replied. “And not just because you’re having great sex with me.”

She giggled. “Or getting knocked up by you? Or playing with your other wives?”

“I’m so glad you like other women,” Chloe murmured. “I had come to understand that this was less common among fox society.”

“That’s...I don’t know. Sometimes I think yeah, sometimes I think it’s just better hidden. But I have so little experience with relationships, and no experience with relationships involving my mate’s wives, so this is all new to me! Well, not all of it, I’ve...played with women before.”

“I could tell,” Lilia said, making Janessa giggle awkwardly again.

“Thank you. Um. So. You asked me. About my life. I kept feeling that ‘not fitting’ feeling and honestly it was pretty tolerable until...something happened. I have no idea what, it’s just like a switch flipped. And suddenly, I realized that I couldn’t keep hanging out in my room, reading books and playing video games. They were just less satisfying, and I wanted to be out. I wanted to be doing things. But I was still weird and awkward. I sort of fumbled around for a few years and then I signed up for the military.”

“How was your career?” he asked.

“Well, it’s-” She hesitated. “Shit, I guess it is ‘was’ now, since I’m no longer a part of the military. Huh. Don’t know why that hadn’t occurred to me. Probably because everything is so clearly fucked and insane that it already feels like I’m not a part of anything from before it happened. But it was, I dunno, boring?”

Hunter snorted. “That’s certainly...an interesting take.”

“I didn’t see any combat! I mean, not until the past month! And, you know, yeah, I’m glad that they were right and that my training would kick in and save my ass, and it’s not like I wanted to see combat. Believe me, over the chaos at the airport and boring, I’ll take boring. I just thought...everyone said it was interesting! And at first it was, but all the fucking endless doing the exact same fucking thing over and over and over and fucking over again, just...argh! It was boring. I could do it, I was just bored a lot of the time. But at least I was good at it. That’s probably what kept me going.”

“Being good at the thing you spend the majority of your time doing is a pretty key factor to enjoying life,” Chloe murmured.

“Hopefully I’m good at being a mother,” Janessa replied, looking down at herself suddenly.

“I’m sure you will be. You’ve already shown some pretty key traits,” Hunter said.

“Like what?”

“Patience, more than anything. But kindness, too, obviously. Responsibility. A measured approach to life.”

“He’s right,” Chloe said, “and listen, any areas you struggle with will be compensated for by us. We’ll all help each other.”

“That is true…” she murmured.

They all fell silent, and Hunter imagined they were thinking about what it was going to be like to be a mother. Well, except for Yelena, but she was prone to long silences anyway. And so was Hunter, so he drove on in silence.

…

The wind farm turned out to be in pretty decent condition.

The squad pulled up and parked in the old employee parking lot, which just held a pair of abandoned vehicles. The wind farm was also a hell of a lot bigger than the solar field. The windmills themselves weren’t all that much bigger than the solar panels, but he figured it made sense that they should have more breathing room.

There were fifty of them in total, spread out in slanting rows. Only a few of them were damaged enough that they’d collapsed, and only a few more looked to be in poor condition. He wondered how many of them were broken but weren’t showing.

Hunter watched Binx’s team as they assembled at the main entrance, a gate in the tall chainlink that ran the entire perimeter. He had taken six others, ultimately. Three soldiers, two engineers, and a medic. They all looked pretty fit and competent, all properly equipped and in uniform. Hunter imagined Binx was just as curious to see him in action as a commander as he was of Binx.

And Binx was pretty good.

He was calm, rational, calculated, and on the ball. They split the windmills up, Hunter and his people securing left, Binx and his securing right. They spent a good twenty minutes moving along the broad, open field, checking for wolves or Trinkets. Or even tigers. Hunter wondered how many of them were still alive.

They cleared the field and the trio of maintenance/storage buildings, found nothing threatening, and then got to work. Yelena immediately set to her task, cutting into one of the larger pieces of machinery in one of the maintenance buildings with the precision of a surgeon, while the two combat engineers started doing the same thing to another bulky piece of equipment in another building.

Hunter had Lilia and Chloe stay with the vehicles to watch them, had Janessa assist Yelena. He set the other three, who he had already begun thinking of as the kids, to scrounge for supplies. First in the buildings, then among the field.

He found Binx staring speculatively at one of the windmills.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

“Exactly how hard it would be to disassemble some of these motherfuckers, haul them back to base, set them up for ourselves. We’re doing all right for power, but in the long run? Most of those solar panels were fucked up. Only managed to secure one more from the site, the rest were just spare parts for future repair.”

“If we can help, once you get it figured out, let us know.”

“I appreciate it.” He frowned, then sighed and pulled off his sunglasses. “So, about this big plan of attack of yours…”

“Yeah?”

“What are we talking about? I mean, really.”

“Hard to say, but it shouldn’t be that bad. I’ve had a pretty easy time of just sitting up on a hill with a few sniper rifles and popping heads. Our intelligence puts them at eight dens, two of those apparently abandoned, and one big base of operations at the edge of the forest up north. I’m hoping, however, that they’re demoralized enough that a noticeable percentage of them have been fucking off.”

“Demoralized how?”

“Well, besides the fact that I’ve personally killed probably two hundred of the fuckers, and besides the Trinkets and the tigers, just recently I’ve been cutting their heads off, sticking them on whatever I can find, and then painting a big message on all their dens that I take out. Leave and Live. I paint it in blood.”

“Holy shit, that’s amazingly diabolical. I can see someone studied up on psychological warfare.”

“Oh, I’ve barely dusted the old manual off. There’s a hell of a lot more I can do.”

He chuckled. “I’ll bet. Hmm. So what were you thinking? Take out the dens, then hit their base?”

“More or less. I’m tempted to just fucking bomb their base, but I kinda want it intact.”

“I more than kinda want it intact. I bet they’re stockpiled with food, guns, medicine, and parts out the ass in there.”

“Exactly.”

“Well, once you get it figured, let me know.” He looked at Ryan. “What’s his story? He looks pretty out of place.”

“Found him in a Trinket holding cell with some rabbits. Claimed he didn’t want anything to do with the wolf pack at large, and the rabbits who were with him seemed to back this assertion up. I decided to give him a chance. So far, he’s been good.”

“Interesting. You do seem to adopt a lot of strays. Wolves, a deer, now a fox…”

“Got some lizards in there, too.”

He chuckled. “For the best, I guess.” Then he sighed, groaned. “I guess I’d better go see if I can actually be useful. I’m glad to be out, but I’m already missing home.”

“Know exactly what you mean,” Hunter replied.

The two men split up and began heading for their respective groups.


CHAPTER 5

“I have eyes on the dockyard,” Binx said over the radio.

“Understood. Hostiles?” Hunter replied, tensing slightly as he followed the two military vehicles up over the rise in the land.

“Negative. At least, none immediately obvious.”

“Let’s proceed with the plan.”

“Check.”

As they drove down the incline, Binx and his two vehicles split off at a fork in the road, heading north, towards the immense dam that dominated the view to the right. Hunter and his people had agreed to take the dockyard, and that’s where he aimed them, continuing along his own road with the others in tow.

The trip out there had been surprisingly fun. Though she was awkward, Janessa had a bubbly kind of fun energy to her when she got going, and she’d started back up the conversation and kept it going through the rest of the drive out.

Mostly she asked about stories relating to Hunter and his mates.

And there were already a lot of them.

The good mood was diminishing rapidly, however, as they closed in on the dockyard. It sat before them, at the foot of a hill, right up on the coast. The view, at least, was spectacular, as they drove down the inclined road. The sea was pale green and stretched away from them, seeming to go on forever. The coastline was a patchwork of dirt beaches and forests.

The dockyard itself was a drab place, about what he expected. Three big, warehouse-sized buildings sat in a line next to a collection of half a dozen smaller structures, just one of them two stories. The docks themselves were six long strips of metal and wood extending into the sea. And beyond that…

“Huh, interesting,” Hunter muttered.

“What?” Yelena asked.

“There’s an island out there. That wasn’t in any of the intel.”

“Hmm.”

“Is it significant?” Chloe asked.

“I’m not sure. Can’t tell from this distance, but there doesn’t seem to be anything on it but trees. Hmm.”

“You’re acting like it’s significant,” Lilia said.

“Instincts are sparking,” Hunter muttered. “Might be nothing. Probably it’s nothing. Just...something about it...I dunno. Doesn’t matter for the moment. All that matters is the dockyard...uh-oh.”

“What?” Chloe and Lilia asked immediately.

“I see wolf trucks there.”

As the road curved while continuing to descend, they got a better view of the space between the leftmost warehouse and the collection of smaller structures. A trio of military vehicles with wolf paint jobs were parked there.

“Don’t see anyone moving,” Yelena murmured.

“No, place looks dead. But we need to be careful.” Hunter activated his radio. “Binx, there’s three wolf military trucks parked next to one of the warehouses. No signs of the wolves, though.”

He sighed. “Great. We’ll keep our eyes peeled.”

“I’ll keep you appraised.”

They rolled up to the front gate which, like basically all the other front gates they had been encountering recently, was smashed open. It was the kind that split down the middle and it looked like the wolves had just rammed it. Hunter spied the remains of a heavy chain and padlock just before driving over them, slowly edging the vehicle in through the opening.

They parked just inside the gate, in case they needed to escape in a hurry.

“Yelena, with me. Everyone else, stay in the trucks,” Hunter said.

“Understood,” Penny replied over the radio as the others responded affirmatively around him.

Two doors opened, two doors closed. The sound echoed briefly across the area. Hunter already had his heat-vision going, but it wasn’t showing him anything worthwhile. He and Yelena came to stand together a little bit in front of the vehicles.

She had her mask back on.

For a moment, they simply stood there, still as stones, quiet.

Listening.

Hunter waited for the dockyard to tell him something. Something useful. Anything. He took it all in. The gentle swell of the sea as it lapped the shoreline with its eternal, hypnotic rhythm. The wind, quietly whispering between the buildings. The occasional quiet groan of old metal, though from the warehouses, not a ship, he could tell that.

He’d only seen a single ship on the dock itself, and it had been relatively small, no cargo cruiser, perhaps a civilian transport.

He smelled the sea air. It was familiar and it ignited in him a strange, intense sense of longing. Of nostalgia. Of comfort.

The moment he caught a whiff of it, his muscles had relaxed ever so slightly, a nearly imperceptible release of tension he hadn’t known he was holding onto.

It felt good.

And yet…

This place felt bad.

It felt derelict, dead, yet not quite. Like a comatose patient that had been pulled from life support, yet hadn’t finished dying.

“What are you thinking?” Yelena asked eventually.

“Something’s waiting for us,” he muttered. “Don’t know what.”

“Probably Trinkets.”

“Probably, given if the wolves were still around, we’d surely have heard about it by now. They can’t keep quiet for shit.”

She chuckled. “Yeah. What’s the plan?”

“You and I are going to check out the wolf vehicles and the building they’re next to, see if there’s any wolves actually around. Then we start searching this place,” he replied.

Yelena nodded. Hunter said as much to the others over the radio, then he took off with her at his side. The two of them stalked silently across the broad, paved lot. The concrete was old, pitted, and worn, wearing the stains of a thousand shipments.

They came to the edge of the first warehouse and Hunter peered cautiously around the corner after listening further. There was nothing. Just the vehicles.

But he saw a dead wolf. He lay mostly inside of the warehouse, his head and some of his shoulders poking out of a broad, rolling door. He stared directly at Hunter, a look of surprised terror etched onto his features.

“Got the first casualty,” he reported, then stalked on.

The scent of spilled wolf blood was in the air now. He paused as he got close. He smelled tiger blood, too.

He kept going until he reached the next corner and peered around it.

“Shit,” he muttered. “Casualties. Lots of them.”

Yelena joined him and they bore witness to a scene of slaughterhouse destruction. There were some twenty dead wolves and tigers scattered across the dirty concrete floor of the vast warehouse interior. The interesting thing was that his trained eye told him immediately they hadn’t been killing each other.

They had all been fighting Trinkets.

And it clearly was Trinkets. He saw several of the dead things mixed in with the other bodies. Hunter’s hand went to his ear again.

“Binx, we’ve got confirmed Trinkets. They tore up a bunch of wolves and tigers.”

“Fuck’s sake,” he muttered. “Understood. We’re entering the dam’s main control room now. So far, no signs of wolves, tigers, or Trinkets.”

“Got it. Stay sharp.”

“Yep. You, too.”

Hunter sighed heavily as he looked at the corpses, then around at the huge interior. It was mostly empty, but there were stacks of crates scattered around. Lots of places to hide. And it was just the first of three such buildings.

“Well, let’s get to work.”

…

“The tension is starting to get to me,” Chloe muttered.

Hunter felt the urge to remind her that she’d bullied her way onto this mission and crushed it ruthlessly. He wasn’t going to be a dick, certainly not to his pregnant mate. But he could tell the tension was starting to get to him a little, too.

They’d been at the dockyards for just over two hours now.

And they hadn’t found a single survivor, on any side of the conflict.

That being said, there was evidence that a decent portion of the Trinkets had survived the battle and then gone out onto the docks. Although it was a guess, Hunter suspected that they’d taken another boat out to that island.

Why, though?

It was eating at him.

Anything involving the Trinkets did.

At present, Lilia and Janessa were off with the kids in the warehouses, tearing through each and every crate to see if there was anything worth grabbing. He had been working with Yelena and Chloe to start investigating the other structures.

Until they had made an interesting discovery.

The Evergreen Foundation had a small office in one of the buildings.

That bugged Hunter, so he had Yelena get to work on the computer terminal. She’d been at it for ten minutes now.

“Sorry, babe,” Hunter replied. “Maybe you could answer a question for me.”

“Yeah?”

“What exactly was up with the wolves and tigers? By all accounts, it looks like they were working together. But that can’t be right...right?”

“It’s very possible,” Chloe replied. “Tigers are extremely hierarchical. Once a clear leader is taken out, it isn’t all that difficult to get them to follow orders if you establish dominance. It’s also possible that the tigers figured it’d be worth it to throw in with the wolves if they’d encountered the Trinkets.”

“I guess that makes sense.” He chuckled.

“What?”

“It’s just...it’s kind of amusing. I bet you every single one of those dead guys back there were ‘tough guys’, you know? Don’t take no shit kinda guys. Yet most of them will follow a guy who’s bigger than them without question. I dunno.”

“Instincts are...complicated things,” Chloe replied after a moment.

“Yeah...how are you holding up?” he asked.

“What? What do you mean?”

“You look a little...worn out.”

Chloe opened her mouth, then hesitated. Then sighed and shook her head. “I suppose I’d be a hypocrite if I didn’t admit that being out here is...a bit more taxing than I originally anticipated. But I’m fine. I don’t need to go back, if that’s what you’re asking. Although I must admit, I’ve already been freed of the urge to do something like this again.”

“That’s the true horror of those kinds of urges: they come back. Although I’m hoping there’s going to be more middle ground in the near future. Once we actually take out these assholes for good, or good enough, at least, we’ll need to make several extended, extensive trips back out here. Search every last structure and wrecked vehicle and hidden cache site for supplies. Because otherwise it’ll all just sit here and rot.”

“That’s a good point,” she murmured. “And...hopefully the middle ground will work out.”

“I have found a curiosity,” Yelena said quietly.

Both immediately turned to face her. She sat behind a modest desk, staring into the screen, frowning.

“What?” Hunter asked as they came to stand behind her.

“I found a file that was out of place, hidden within a registry that was out of place. I tried to access it, but it’s encoded. You need a password.”

“Fucking great,” Hunter muttered, already looking around. “Maybe it might be here in this office…”

“Wait, let me try something,” Chloe replied.

Yelena relinquished the terminal and Chloe sat down. She typed in a string of numbers. The computer chimed affirmatively.

“How in the fuck-” Hunter began.

“I memorized some of the codes from the Warren code log,” she replied. “So, lucky guess, basically.”

“That’s very impressive,” Yelena murmured.

“Thanks. Um...oh...holy fucking shit,” she whispered as she leaned forward.

Hunter began to ask what, but then he saw it. There was just a single folder within the file. It was labeled WARREN II.

Chloe opened it and found several documents within the folder. A work order log. A personnel log. A blueprint.

“They were building another one?” Chloe whispered.

“This could be exactly what we need,” Hunter muttered.

“But this presents an issue, given who we brought along,” Yelena said.

Hunter sighed. “Right. Need to be careful about this. I’d rather keep the Warren a secret. First thing: where actually is it?”

“On the island.”

“Oh, fuck me,” Hunter groaned.

“What?” Chloe asked.

“It looked like the Trinkets that survived the battle, which was most of them, had gone onto the dock and disappeared. And by disappeared, I mean took a boat and probably went to the island.”

“Fuck,” Chloe muttered.

“What do we do?” Yelena asked.

Hunter thought for a moment. “Okay, Chloe, up. Yelena, I want you to copy this entire harddrive to bring back with us to the Warren. You can do that, right?”

“I can,” Yelena replied as she took her seat back.

“Do it, and then I want you to scrub everything related to the Warren from the computer, except for those blueprints. Obviously, we can’t have too much knowledge about this Warren II, or they’ll get suspicious.”

“Is there a reason we don’t want to tell them?” Chloe asked. “I mean, they seem to be very good allies.”

“It’s not necessarily that I distrust them, it’s more about keeping the secret contained. The Warren is our biggest edge, by far, in terms of survival. You’ve seen how bad it can get when people get desperate. What if, six months from now, they decide they’d rather live in a Warren than a military outpost? Or what if some new threat comes along and they accidentally leak the intel?”

“I guess that’s a good point.”

He nodded and began heading out of the room. “Let me handle this.” Once out in the corridor, he activated his radio. “Binx? We found something. Something pretty significant.”


CHAPTER 6

Given the threat level they were potentially facing, Binx opted to take his entire team.

Hunter opted to take Yelena.

He found himself incredibly reluctant to leave the others behind, especially Chloe and Lilia. But he reminded himself that this was just a reality he had to face whenever he brought his mates into the wilderness with him. And that they were all armed and aware. And that, despite how busy he was, he had managed to get some training in for everyone who he’d brought along.

Plus, they had Janessa with them.

And it was him who was going towards the danger. Hopefully.

He and Yelena and the squad all got onto the only remaining boat. It was roughly big enough to carry them all, and one of the engineers settled into the driver’s chair. Luck was with them: the boat worked and it had power enough to get them there and back again.

As far as he could tell, Binx didn’t seem to know there was any kind of subterfuge going on. Which was good, because it meant Hunter and his people were good at lying, and because he actually did not want to fuck up this working relationship.

He and his team had come back from the dam, (having found useful tech and, mercifully, no hostiles), and had taken a look over the map and the terminal. Yelena had told him she had a codebreaker on her after they realized the codes to Warren II weren’t actually among the files. The fact that she seemed confident it could break in worried him a little, but he reminded himself that he did trust her.

“So, who did this place actually belong to? Who was building it?” Binx asked, breaking the silence that had fallen over them as they crossed the water.

“Well, it was the Evergreen Foundation, which seemed to be a rabbit-based foundation,” Hunter replied.

“Yeah...plus it’s called a warren, so that makes sense. But the blueprints say Warren two, which means there has to be a one.”

“Theoretically.” Binx looked at him. “It’s possible that they intended to build two of them, and something went wrong with the first.”

“Maybe...fuck, I wish it wasn’t on a goddamned island. It’d be useful to have an entire damned survival shelter.”

“Depending on the condition it’s in, yeah.”

Another few minutes passed in silence. They were much closer to the island now. The front and the sides, from what they could see, offered no obvious way to make landfall. The boat began the slow process of moving around behind the island.

“So, how bad do you think this is going to get?” Binx asked, and Hunter noticed everyone was looking at him now.

He sighed heavily. “Bad. Theoretically. It depends on how many there are and how they’re built. The biggest problem that I’ve found with trying to predict the Trinkets is that they’re hard to predict sometimes. Sometimes they’ll do something just completely fucking off the wall. Just remember: headshots, and armor-piercers if you’ve got them.”

“We’ve all got them,” Binx replied.

“Good. We’re going to need them. Also remember: they are fucking fast.”

“Well, whatever. We’ll put them down just like the wolves and the tigers.”

“Yes, we will,” Hunter agreed.

He hoped morale wasn’t too fucked, because it was definitely going to take something of a hit once they actually got inside the Warren. While Hunter thought it was technically possible that there were people in this other Warren, he also thought that it was pretty unlikely. He’d called Lacy while waiting for Binx and his squad to come back down from the dam, and she’d been just as surprised as him that there was a Warren II.

In all truth, he hoped there were no people in there.

It seemed obvious that the Trinkets were going for it, and he’d counted at least a dozen separate sets of footprints when he’d been tracking them.

This was going to be a pretty bad battle.

“I’ve got eyes on a dock, and another ship. No hostiles,” the engineer piloting the boat, Hearst, reported.

“Get switched on, people!” Binx snapped, getting to his feet along with Hunter and moving forward into the driver’s compartment.

Through the window, Hunter saw it. The dock was surprisingly large and professionally built, just more evidence of Warren II’s construction. The dock itself was empty. The boat looked like an old, small cargo-hauler, maybe half again as large as the one they were presently using. It was dingy and gray and rusted.

Hunter found himself lamenting that it hadn’t sunk while transporting the Trinkets.

The time for lamentations, however, rapidly ended as they docked. Hunter was first out, boots hitting the dock, assault rifle in hand. He was ready this time. Part of the trade that he hadn’t needed to work too hard to convince Binx of was armor-piercing rounds. Specifically those that he could put to use in his modified tiger assault rifle.

Now he had three full magazines of them, and he fully intended to put them to use.

Using hand signals, they spread out. He sent Yelena to scout ahead and try to find the Warren’s entrance, while he and a few of the soldiers got onto the boat. They moved carefully along it, checking every compartment, every place a Trinket might hide.

But there was nothing.

The boat was empty.

Hunter found that suspicious, but he didn’t know about what capabilities the Trinkets might have. Could be a silent alarm. Or they could be watching from somewhere, hidden. Or, more than likely, they didn’t bother, because Trinkets didn’t use logical tactics.

Except when they did.

As they left the boat and began making their way onto the island, Hunter found his mind worrying over them again. Wondering where the fuck they could possibly be coming from. Who actually made them? That deer tech had been used in their design wasn’t exactly a revelation, though it was good to know for sure.

“I found it,” Yelena reported over his radio.

“Check. On the way,” Hunter replied.

The mood was grim as they headed off the docks and into the forest that took up this part of the island. The atmosphere wasn’t helping. The sun was high, but the day burned cold. The winds had picked up during their search of the dockyards and now shrieked by, scouring the land. The footprints, which had old blood and oil mixed into the dirt and slush, were obvious.

Hunter would have been more terrified of the fact that Trinkets were getting into an auxiliary version of his home if it wasn’t so obvious that they’d already gotten into the primary version. That still bothered him, still ate at him, especially at night. But so far, there hadn’t been even a single hint that the Trinkets had returned.

Yelena appeared from between a few trees and gestured silently to them.

“It is still sealed,” she said as she began leading them up a hill.

“No guards or anything?” Binx asked.

“None that I could see. I did not go inside.”

“How are we going to handle this?”

“I’ll lead,” Hunter replied. “Yelena will watch our six. It’ll take some time, but we’re going to clear this place, room by room, floor by floor.”

“God, that fucking blueprint was massive,” one of the soldiers groaned.

“Yeah, it’s gonna be a project,” Hunter muttered.

The atmosphere on the island was strangely claustrophobic, the trees seeming to press in around them, the vague, snowy mist kicked up by the shrieking winds heightening the effect. The airlock was tucked away in a well-hidden hillside behind a curtain of dead trees. The door was big, metal, and familiar.

It was a carbon copy of the one they had back home.

“You sure you can get in?” Binx asked as Yelena snapped the lead from her codebreaker into the panel beside the airlock doors.

“Yes,” she replied simply, and pushed a button.

The codebreaker made no noise, nor did it flash or chirp or do anything. For all intents and purposes, it looked unpowered. Which made enough sense, Hunter supposed. Given she was a stealth expert. He imagined it was being piped to her mask.

Suddenly, she pulled the lead out and replaced it all in a pocket on her suit. “Done. Opening now.”

“Well, shit,” Binx muttered as the door opened up.

Hunter and two others covered it with their weapons, expecting the worst. There was nothing in there, but it was clear the Trinkets had been through. There was mud on the floor and their decaying machine reek lingered.

“I’m going first, I’ll radio back when it’s clear,” Hunter said, and stepped into the airlock.

He hit the button and engaged the cycle. The door clanged shut behind him. He took a deep breath and then wished he hadn’t, but he held it, focused and centered himself. Anything could be beyond that doorway. He exhaled slowly and held the rifle to his shoulder tightly, finger on the trigger, ready to start squeezing off half a magazine in an instant.

He always hated airlocks. If they jumped him, he’d be pretty screwed.

The cycle finished.

A few seconds passed.

The inner door clanged open, making him jump. Clearly they hadn’t finished smoothing out the airlock doors, because the others didn’t do that. Which was just fucking awesome. Now their presence was announced to the whole fucking Warren.

Hunter tensed as the door slid open, revealing a length of familiar, dark corridor.

More muddy bootprints. He waited. Listened. Nothing but his breathing and…

Nothing.

He couldn’t hear a damn thing. He took a cautious step beyond the threshold, peering quickly left and right, but no Trinkets lay in wait. He sighed softly, relaxing ever so slightly. He seemed to be alone.

“Looks clear, come through,” he said quietly into the radio.

“Check,” Binx replied tersely.

Well, this was going to suck. The lights were dead. Truly dead. No emergency lighting this time. He and Yelena should be fine, but they were going to have some difficulty, relying entirely on flashlights.

As he listened to the airlock begin to cycle again and stalked over to the nearest doorway, a bathroom, he noted that the air tasted stale. Well, that made enough sense. They would probably have enough air, but now that he was thinking about it, he was going to have Yelena override the airlock and leave it open before they headed off.

Hunter hit the open button automatically and was surprised when it opened. Well, that made enough sense, he supposed. If there was power for the airlock, there was power for the doors. He stopped at the bathroom’s threshold, not wanting to disappear from sight before anyone else was in here. He shined his light inside, saw nothing. Just an untouched bathroom. The light reflected off the shiny chrome of the sink, the mirrors. The place looked like it had never been used. He wondered how far they were into construction.

There hadn’t been any kind of timeline among the database, as far as they could tell.

If the place was finished enough, they might actually consider moving here. It would be a pretty big exodus, but it wouldn’t be impossible. And it would make them a hell of a lot safer than where they were right now.

Behind him, the airlock clanged open. The sound echoed down the dark, lonely passageway.

Yelena emerged first, followed by the rest of the fox soldiers.

“Wow,” Binx muttered as he looked around. “This is...impressive.”

Of course, moving here would have the drawback that the foxes would know where they lived. But while Hunter was paranoid about that now, he did assume that they would ultimately end up telling them. They seemed trustworthy.

Who knew where they might end up in a few years? In five? Ten? Twenty?

While he imagined they’d probably gathered the majority of the survivors in the immediate region, there had to be more out there. Other settlements, other cities that were evacuated. Not exactly within walking distance, but surely within driving distance. And he imagined that the Warren, as well as his own leadership, probably represented a more stable situation than most anything else any others could muster up in the face of this apocalypse.

Eventually, they might just make the forest in its entirety their home. Once the wolves and tigers and Trinkets were cleaned out, and the environmental factors were tamed.

“Yelena, override the airlock, lock both doors open,” Hunter said.

“Probably a good idea,” Binx said as she nodded tightly and got to it.

“I like an easy escape route. Not to mention an airlock likely means a sealed environment.”

“Right...we should sweep and clear.”

Hunter nodded. “You all take right side, Yelena and I will take left, we meet at the end of the hallway. Then we’ll do the same for the other two passages, though I think we should put a few people on guard duty while we do, at the two points of ingress from the lower levels.”

“Good idea,” Binx replied.

Hunter relaxed as he watched the soldiers march off silently, their flashlights flicking on, pushing back the gloom. Binx struck him as a reasonable commander, but there was always the possibility that his ego might get in the way. Plus, these were his soldiers, and this was a combat situation. But he was willing to listen to and take orders from Hunter.

As Yelena got both doors propped open and gray sunlight filtered into the long corridor, Hunter looked a little morosely at the stretch of closed doors ahead of him. This was going to be an absolute bitch to deal with.


CHAPTER 7

Hunter’s instincts told him that he was likely wasting time searching all the dozens of rooms upstairs, and they were right, at least on the surface.

They spent close to forty five minutes checking each of the rooms. They swept through all the living quarters, the infirmaries, the galleys, the storage rooms. They didn’t find a single Trinket, or signs that they’d been inside any of the rooms so far.

All evidence pointed to the fact that they had simply gone straight downstairs. And Hunter was tempted to go after them right away, to just get the battle out of the way. But he was happy enough to let them stay down there while the soldiers got used to the environment.

And, if he was being completely honest with himself, because he was kind of scared of the Trinkets.

The idea of fighting them here, within a Warren, even if it wasn’t his Warren, was not appealing in the slightest.

The good news, however, was that this place was actually decently stocked. More of the storage rooms had crates than didn’t, and this was just the first floor. There was a very good chance that this was the jackpot they’d been hunting for.

“Anything?” Hunter asked as he and the others approached the door to the stairwell that led deeper into Warren II.

“Not a peep,” one of the soldiers they’d left on guard reported.

“Perfect. Let’s keep this rolling.”

Hunter led the way again, taking point as he opened the door and slipped inside. He came to stand at the head of the stairs and peered cautiously over the edge. He didn’t see any Trinkets, but he did notice something was off. It took him a moment, but he saw that they had only gotten down to the third floor, construction-wise.

Well, that would make this easier, at least.

Hunter eased down the stairwell, taking the first flight and hitting the first landing. He didn’t see or hear anything, but somehow he could sense that he was closer to the Trinkets. It wasn’t simply knowledge, it was an actual feeling. For a moment, it worried him in its enigmatic complexity. Maybe it was just paranoia, but he doubted it.

Taking the next flight brought him down to the second level.

The door was open.

Tense and ready for a fight, his light off and his nightvision on, Hunter stepped through the door. More vacant hallways, more signs of Trinkets. Muddy bootprints, the lingering smell of corrupted machine oil and old blood.

Still, though, he heard nothing.

They were on this floor, though.

The others came through once he gave the all clear, gathering in a loose knot, lights playing across the stark metal walls and bare concrete floor. While they’d clearly finished the ground floor, it seemed that they had only mostly finished the second floor. He wondered what condition the third level was going to be in.

“We’re gonna stick closer together this time,” Hunter muttered. “I think there’s a few of them around here. They have to know we’re here. I want two people staying back by the door, though.”

Binx nodded. “Monroe, Ross, stay here and keep watch. Make sure nothing gets in behind us.”

The two soldiers, one of them a combat engineer, nodded tightly and dug in by the point of ingress. Hunter led them on. They moved around the big corridor, pausing as they came to the entrance to the security area.

He reached out to hit the button, but something made him hesitate.

“Back up,” he murmured.

Once they had, the tension now very high, he hit the button.

The door slipped open.

The Trinket standing on its other side struck.

It was fast, but Hunter was faster. He wasn’t sure if it was his own reflexes or if he very, very briefly dipped into his ability out of pure instinct, but he managed to whip his assault rifle into play and pump six armor-piercing shots into its decrepit corpse face in record time.

The creature, a former wolf in ripped and stained fatigues, staggered backwards with each step and then flopped onto the floor, twitching as a pool of blood and oil began to leak out of it.

“Holy fuck,” one of the soldiers whispered after several cold, silent seconds had passed.

“Wait here,” Hunter replied, and, very cautiously, scoped out the security center.

He saw that one of the workstations was partially disassembled, but there didn’t seem to be any other Trinkets lurking in the shadows. He turned his attention to the one at his feet. Its face shot the occasional spray of sparks, but otherwise it was deader than dead. Good, a nice, clean kill. Something that seemed shockingly unpredictable for something so definitive as a headshot.

“Come on, let’s keep searching,” he said.

“You sure it’s dead?” one of the soldiers asked uncertainly.

Hunter kicked it and got no reaction. “Pretty sure.”

Reluctantly, they continued their search.

Despite showing some signs of stripping, the central nexus of the second floor held no more unpleasant surprises. After some brief investigating, they determined that the Trinkets seemed to have gone down just one of the three main hallways. There were two sets of tracks, but the mud was mostly gone by then and they had clearly gone in and out of several different rooms.

And, because Hunter couldn’t fully trust that they might not have found some alternative way into the other rooms, he decided they were going to check them over one by one, just like above. This time, he opted to do the door opening, given how that last assault had played out. He stepped up to the first door along the left side wall, waited, listened, then hit the open button.

Nothing happened.

Slowly, he peered into the room.

It was empty.

He stuffed away his frustration upon seeing the vacant apartment that lay beyond. Not as easy to clear out as a dormitory. Slipping inside, he performed a quick sweep and found nothing. Returning, he moved across the hallway to the next door and opened it up.

Nothing again.

Hunter sighed softly. This was going to be so annoying.

They kept working in silence for another twenty minutes, laboring under an atmosphere of tense, ominous foreboding. It felt like working your way through a minefield. Each time they opened a new door, they knew it might hold cold, metal death on the other side. And yet, again and again, the opening door revealed only empty darkness.

Until it didn’t.

Hunter opened another apartment door and if he hadn’t been standing to the side, he would’ve gotten a faceful of bullets. Everyone backed off and ducked instinctively as a submachine gun opened fire the second the door opened. Hunter waited until the gunfire had cut off, then stepped partway into view of the door, just enough so that he could draw a bead, and opened fire.

The dead tiger that stood on the other side took its own faceful of bullets and they chopped it into mincemeat and free-flying gore. As it began to fall, Hunter just managed to sense the second Trinket that was apparently crouched right behind it.

Not fast enough to land a successful shot, though.

The Trinket, a wiry wolf with a dead sneer from a ripped-away cheek, crashed into him and tackled him to the floor. His assault rifle went flying from his grasp and he didn’t have a chance to grab any of his other weapons because suddenly he was fighting for his life.

The wolf still had both hands and immense strength that startled him even now. Hunter had managed to get a grip on both of its wrists, but it was all he could do to keep it from biting his neck.

“Yelena!” he snapped, and then he brought the Trinket’s wrists inward, towards its chest, while shoving up as hard as he could.

The moment she had a clear line of fire on its skull, she put three fast shots into it. The thing seized up, twitching violently for several seconds, then went slack. Hunter grunted as he rolled it off of him and got back to his feet.

“Thank you,” he muttered, wiping his hands off as he peered into the apartment they’d been hiding in. “Fuckers.”

“You all right?” Binx asked uncertainly.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” Hunter replied. He popped his neck, then crouched and snatched up his rifle. “I think that was all that was on this floor, I just saw three tracks, but I could be wrong. So…” He looked down the length of the corridor. “Let’s keep this misery train rolling.”

…

“Weapons check,” Hunter said.

Binx’s squad didn’t complain, not even a little, despite the fact that, so far, no one but him and Yelena had used their weapons. Those three Trinkets had, indeed, been the only hostiles on the second floor. And they had spent a long, difficult, tense hour confirming that.

Once the search was done, they’d gone back to the stairwell and then taken a ten minute break. It was more psychological than physical, the toll that was being extracted from them just by being here in the dark, dead corridors. Though the constant strain meant they had all been tensing up for almost two solid hours now, which did take a physical toll.

As far as he could tell, all the remaining Trinkets were down in the third level.

Apparently waiting for them.

Hunter had gotten a bad feeling coming into this place, and it had only grown stronger since then. While he did relish the challenge of fighting a Trinket or two, he admittedly would be completely fine with it if they went down there and found them all dead.

Well, maybe not completely fine, because then he’d have a lethal mystery on his hands as opposed to a straightforward fight.

He was thinking too much.

Hunter finished his own weapons check, confirmed they all were still in fighting condition, and then looked at the others. Yelena was hidden behind her mask, but all of the others looked haggard and harrowed.

“Okay, there’s about a hundred percent chance there’s a mess of Trinkets downstairs. And about a hundred percent chance that they’re lying in wait for us. So, we’re going to want to take this really slowly and carefully. You’ve all seen Trinkets killed now. Headshots are really the only shots that get you any points. Now, we’ve been lucky so far here. I have encountered some Trinkets that have reinforced skulls that even armor-piercers have difficulty with. So if it doesn’t work...just keep shooting. You’ll get it eventually.”

A few dark chuckles from that. It helped to break up the tension a little, at least.

There seemed to be nothing else to say, so Hunter just led them into the stairwell and down the final set of stairs to the last landing. Again, the door was open. As if inviting them. Hunter stepped up to the threshold and looked around.

It immediately became clear that they hadn’t managed to get much of the third floor built before being forced to give up. The central chamber that housed the control room and security center and the other important rooms wasn’t even fully built. Some of the wall sections were missing and there was a lot of construction material and tools just lying around.

He couldn’t see any Trinkets around, but there were a lot of places to hide.

“Nice and easy,” he muttered.

Pale beams of harsh light played across the busy workspace as Hunter led Yelena and the squad into the third floor. He could hear every sound. They were all breathing heavily, all of them tense and no doubt terrified.

Death seemed to hover on the air like an invisible, odorless gas, surrounding them.

Hunter didn’t even make it to the central room before the trap was sprung.

A Trinket stepped out from behind a partially-constructed section of wall dead ahead of him and aimed a large-bored pistol surgically attached to its wrist directly at Hunter’s head. He was already prepared for it, so it was easy to aim and pop off two quick shots. And then three more when the thing didn’t go down right away.

That did it. The Trinket toppled over backwards, letting out a strange, electronic squealing noise as it died. It was a good kill, but it didn’t seem to matter in the face of the living wave of death they were all suddenly facing.

Trinkets seemed to melt out of the shadows themselves.

They came from the left, from the right, more of them stepped out or rose up from their hiding places. Hunter counted a dozen of the things still standing, though only a couple of them were armed with guns. As he zeroed his sights on the next nearest one and began adjusting his aim, he started to realize what was bothering him.

Because something was. Something about the three Trinkets they’d encountered upstairs had bugged him, but there was no obvious explanation. Now he had it. It was in the way they moved and the way they looked. Something about them just seemed more...put together. A little more uniform. A little more lethal.

Maybe more than a little.

He watched four of them advance on him and trusted Yelena and the others to handle themselves. Hunter squeezed the trigger, punching four shots into the skull of the only one of the four who was armed with what looked like a modified shotgun. The thing raised it in a stuttering fashion and as Hunter sliced a fifth shot into its pallid flesh, it finally gave up the ghost.

Keeping the pressure on as they advanced rapidly towards him, he switched targets and kept popping off shots. He missed the first one, landed the second and third, which sent the thing staggering and caused him to miss the fourth. The fifth and six shots landed, though, and old, coagulated blood burst out the back of its skull, finally killing it.

Then there was no more time for shooting and he tapped into his enhanced state. This needed to end as fast as possible. As the world slowed around him and he tightened his grip on his rifle, it abruptly occurred to him that the Trinkets were faster. Not a tremendous amount, but they were definitely faster.

Behind him, he heard someone begin to scream and felt something wet and warm spray the back of his head. He was forced to ignore it as he bashed the nearest Trinket in the face, cutting a huge, bloody groove into the flesh as he hit it with one of the side-blades attached to his rifle. He ducked under a swing from the second Trinket, gave it a hard shoulder check that sent it stumbling backwards, and then shoved the barrel of the rifle in the first Trinket’s eye and squeezed the trigger three times in rapid succession.

It went down as the back of its head exploded. It also, unfortunately, managed to reach up and grip the barrel before he’d killed it and it tore the weapon free of his grasp as it fell. Cursing, knowing he didn’t have time to grab for it as the second Trinket was coming his way, he turned to face it. As it lurched for him, he grabbed it, twisted, and sent it sprawling as he shoved it onto the floor. Ripping out his pistol, he put three quick shots in the back of its head.

“Hunter! Alpha!” Yelena screamed.

She screamed something else but the world abruptly turned into even worse chaos as something smashed into him from the back. He grunted, feeling rage ignited in his veins like napalm, and managed to get one foot forward and slammed down into the concrete to prevent himself from going sprawling onto his face.

Something strong had him from behind, his arms now down at his sides as the thing squeezed him in a bear hug. This one was definitely stronger than the others. Pulling more out of his enhanced state, he got a grip on the Trinket’s arms, yanked them open, ducked down, and hurled the entire fucker over his head.

A good-sized Trinket, (Yelena had said alpha), flew into one of the metal walls ahead of him and broke it down. Hunter reached down and snatched up his pistol, then ran forward and emptied the magazine into the fucker’s head.

Immediately, he could tell there was a problem. This brain was very reinforced. Hunter’s pistol clicked empty as the beast righted itself and came at him again.

Shit.

This was an actual problem.

Well, he’d solved this problem before. Dodging several times, Hunter managed to get a second magazine slapped in. He dodged once more, then put the barrel to the Trinket’s right eye and squeezed the trigger four times.

And not one of them managed to penetrate it.

“Oh, fuck,” he growled.

Okay, this was a huge problem.

The alpha Trinket slapped the gun out of his hand and then punched him in the chest. He gasped as he was sent staggering backwards, the breath driven from his lungs. Gritting his teeth as he tried to get his breath back, Hunter rapidly began hunting for some kind of solution to this problem. Explosives might work, but it would kill too many others.

He dodged as it came for him again, grabbed its wrist and swung it around, throwing it hard and sending it sprawling to buy himself a few seconds to think. Around him, he could hear the others fighting, and he had a vague notion that they were at least holding their own. He had to kill this thing, and right now.

As the alpha surged to its feet and began coming for him yet again, an idea abruptly came to him. He laughed, then pulled out his combat knife and stabbed it into the thing’s throat the second it was close enough. He just barely managed to tear it out and avoid getting a punch to the face that might very well have caved his skull in, then he stabbed it again.

The blade chopped through the flesh and punched out the other side. Coagulated blood and machine oil oozed out of the wounds.

He repeated the process twice more while dodging, and then he let the alpha come at him. Using its momentum, he grabbed it and sent it sprawling once again. This time, he leaped onto its back and stabbed it through the spine hard enough that the blade punched into the concrete. That seemed to either hold it in place or damage its movement enough that he could do what he had to do.

Digging his fingers into the wounds he’d caused, Hunter began ripping and tearing at the thing’s flesh and the meat beneath it. Finally, he managed to get his fingers wrapped around the top of its spinal column.

Leaning heavily on his enhanced strength, pulling more than was probably a good idea from it, he began tearing its head off with his bare hands. The neck gave with an awful wet ripping sound and the spine broke off and then he fell backwards onto his ass with the thing’s head in his hands. He cried out in surprise as it tried to bite his fingers and tossed the head away.

Knowing he had to keep fighting until the battle was over, Hunter located his pistol, ran over, snatched it up, reloaded it, and put down the surviving two Trinkets.

A sudden hush fell across the room, broken only by several people breathing heavily and someone moaning in pain.

Hunter turned and surveyed the scene. Yelena was still alive and intact, though her suit was splattered with blood. Binx was up, and so were three of his soldiers. Three were down and two weren’t moving. The medic, who had survived, abruptly rushed over to the fallen survivor, who looked like he’d been shot or stabbed in the gut, right through the armor.

“Check them,” Hunter said, and pointed to the two fallen.

The surviving engineer blinked a few times, looked over, then hurried over, shaking off the shock. Binx did the same to the other body, the second engineer. He cursed after checking the man’s pulse.

“He’s gone,” the engineer reported, standing.

“Davis?” Binx asked, looking at the medic.

“He’ll live,” she grunted as she worked.

The man screamed and passed out as she poured some coagulation powder into the gory wound in his stomach.

Hunter was still in his enhanced state, as he’d wanted to be sure the Trinkets were all dead. They seemed to be. Before he dropped out of it, he walked over to the severed head of the alpha Trinket.

It was still alive. Staring at him with one cybernetic eye that was pulsing weakly with malignant red light. He grit his teeth, then raised his boot and stamped down hard on it. Then he did it three more times, going until it was mush and bone fragments and bloody scrap metal.

Then he dropped out of his enhanced state. He managed to at least stay upright this time, but quickly walked over to a nearby crate and sat down heavily.

Binx walked up to the remains of the severed head, staring at it intently, then he slowly looked over at Hunter. “Remind me never to piss you off.”


CHAPTER 8

“Fucking finally,” Hunter muttered as he slammed the trunk on their military truck closed.

He double-checked that it was truly sealed, then locked it, and turned around to face the others. All of his team had gathered around him now, standing together on the cracked, pitted blacktop outside of the dockyards.

“Now what?” Chloe asked. She looked very tired.

They all did, really.

And they hadn’t even had to go fight Trinkets.

It was well past dark by now, and a hard chill had settled over the land. There were no clouds, at least, meaning the moons and the stars were out, providing them with a lot of natural light. It had taken them another six hours of hard work to finish up the job.

They’d finished clearing Warren II of threats, finding none, and dealt with the wounded. It was looking like their seriously wounded soldier was going to survive, though he’d be down for the count for a while. They’d gotten him up to one of the finished infirmaries on the ground level, finding enough medical supplies and equipment there to keep him stable and unconscious while they worked.

They’d loaded down both boats with as much cargo, supplies, and gear as they could realistically handle, then taken them back to the dockyard and unloaded them. They’d debated briefly about whether or not to go back for a second load, but Hunter had pointed out that they wouldn’t be able to even get this first load safely back home, and that the cargo would be a lot safer locked up inside a shelter on an island than a dockyard.

After that, it had been a matter of getting everything loaded and finishing searching the dockyards, figuring out what was on offer, what to prioritize, and what to leave behind, then how best to secure it. They came very close to loading up the remainder of the cargo back onto one of the ships and putting it back in Warren II, but had ultimately decided against it.

The day was late enough as it was, and they had all taken something of a beating.

So now they were wrapping up.

“Now,” Hunter said, glancing at Binx’s crew, “we say goodbye and find a place to bunk down for the night.”

“I have a suggestion,” Janessa said suddenly.

“All right, I’ll hear it in a moment. For now, everyone load up and wait for me,” Hunter replied, heading off towards Binx.

He was tired today, more than he should be. It had been bothering him for the past hour, making him paranoid. He’d used his enhancement, and he’d used it hard, but not for too long. And he’d more or less recovered from that.

This lethargy felt different.

He’d finally teased it out as he’d finished loading up the cargo. It was fighting in that other Warren that had gotten to him. He’d been entertaining fantasies of horror ever since, thinking of how he might handle it if the Trinkets got into his home, into their home.

It had taken a heavy toll on him, even after he’d checked in with Lacy and confirmed everything was still fine there.

“We good?” Hunter asked as he walked up to Binx.

“Yeah,” he replied tiredly, then groaned. “Fuck, I’m too old for a fucking apocalypse,” he muttered. “Anyway, I’ve had my XO back at base drawing up some logistics for the attack based on the info you’ve given us so far. I’ll need to look over everything, but we should be locked. Tomorrow we’re going to actually prep everything, day after tomorrow we’ll make the journey and begin setting up, and the day after that we’ll finish establishing our forward operating base and be ready to work with you and your people on the attack.”

“That all sounds like a plan. We’ll have everything organized and drawn up by the end of the second day.” He paused. “Hopefully. I’m not exactly working with trained soldiers like you are. But we’ll make it work. I just want these fucking wolves gone.”

“Yep.” He paused. “Those fucking Trinkets.”

“Yeah.”

“That was even more intense than I thought it was going to be.”

“They’re definitely getting smarter and stronger. As soon as we kill the wolves, we need to figure out where they’re coming from and bomb it back to the stone age.”

“You get together a plan, we’ll be there.”

Hunter nodded. The men shook hands and parted ways. He walked back over to his vehicles and climbed tiredly into the driver’s seat.

“Okay, Janessa, where are we going?” he asked, starting up the vehicle.

“There’s a few cabins built near a natural hot spring,” she replied. “Hit the road we came in on and drive for about three miles. I know how to get there.”

“Oh shit,” he muttered, throwing it into drive and hitting the road. “I could really fucking use that after today.”

“We all could,” Yelena said, and the others murmured in agreement.

…

“There they are,” Janessa said.

Hunter felt something inside of him, some tension, relax ever so slightly. Not much, but just barely enough that he could sense it.

It felt good.

What was to come next was going to feel better.

“Fucking finally,” Lilia muttered.

“How are we going to, uh, handle this?” Chloe asked.

Hunter pulled up to the end of the long dirt road they’d been bumping along for almost ten minutes now. He parked in the small gravel lot between a trio of cabins situated among a large collection of dead trees. Penny brought the second vehicle in and parked beside him.

Hunter turned on his radio. “This is how we’re going to handle this: first, Yelena and I are going to get out and secure the area. Once it’s secure, we lock down the vehicles nice and tight, then Chloe, Yelena, Lilia, Janessa, and myself are going to be staying in one of the cabins. Probably the biggest one. Penny, Luke, Ryan, you three can figure how you want to situate yourselves between the two remaining cabins. Also, I would ask that Penny, Luke, Ryan, if you want to make use of the hot springs, you do sooner rather than later, because we are going to be making use of them for at least an hour, and we’re going to want privacy. Any questions?”

He waited. Penny came back a moment later. “No, no questions.”

“Good. Be back in a minute.”

As he and Yelena got out, Hunter made a mental note to check in with everyone, see how they were actually doing. A visual assessment had told him that no one was in danger of falling apart, but often it took more than visual assessment.

He and Yelena got to work, moving quickly and quietly through the air. Over the next five minutes, they found no trace of wolves, tigers, Trinkets, or anyone really, in or around the cabins. They tracked down the hot springs, which was clearly a feature of the area, not a coincidence. There was a path that, under better circumstances, would be lit, leading to the springs themselves. There were three of them, one very shallow, the other two deeper, all of it within an area surrounded by a four foot wooden fence. It looked relaxing.

He was going to have a lot of fun in one of those hot springs, and very soon.

Putting thoughts of hot, vigorous sex out of his mind for the moment, he finished clearing the place. The cabins looked about how he’d expect rental cabins to look. Decently clean, in okay condition, the furniture all basic and functional, with a wood theme. Nothing in the fridge and no power, but that was fine.

“All right, we’re good,” Hunter said as he returned with Yelena silently trailing behind him.

She’d been sticking close to him lately, he realized, almost like she was his shadow. She seemed to have difficulty letting him out of her sight.

Have to talk about that, too.

As everyone got out and began hunting through the supplies for enough food to make a meal, he came to stand beside Ryan, who now stood off to one side of the small gravel lot, looking a little lost. Ryan jumped as he realized Hunter was beside him.

“How are you holding up?” he asked.

“Um, you know, fine,” he replied.

Hunter looked at him for a moment, then forced himself to relax. He kept forgetting that he came off as intimidating most of the time, and Ryan had good reason to be intimidated by him.

“I’m not gonna bite your head off if you complain a little. This was your first mission. It’s almost over. You did good.”

“Really?” he asked, uncertainty and hesitation obvious.

“Yeah. You followed orders, you didn’t fuck anything up, you kept up a good work ethic. You got done all the stuff you needed to get done. That’s doing good. So, as your commander in this situation, I need to assess and evaluate how you’re holding up, physically and psychologically. And I mean I need to know how you’re really doing, not how you want to present yourself.”

Ryan looked anxious, but it didn’t last. It collapsed into a look of weariness. “I’m basically fine,” he replied, and this time he sounded calmer. “I’m exhausted, but that’s not a surprise. I’m pretty stressed, but I feel like that makes sense, under the circumstances.”

“It does.”

“And I mean...I dunno, everything went fine, but I just kept living under this shadow of doubt. This constant fear that I was going to fuck something up or something was going to go wrong and I wouldn’t know what to do.”

“You know what to do in those situations? Where you don’t know what to do?”

“What?”

“The best you can.” Ryan continued staring at him uncertainly. “I mean it. Here’s something I learned, something every warrior learns: the only wrong choice is no choice. When the shit goes down, usually your gut will tell you what to do. Not always, but usually. You should go with your gut if it makes sense, and do the best you can. Too many people panic and freeze and just do nothing. Which gets people, often including themselves, hurt, killed, or worse.”

“Worse than killed?”

“Believe me, kid, being a prisoner of war is no birthday party.”

“Oh...yeah…”

“Really, the biggest thing that separates you from any of those soldiers we were working alongside is time. Time and training. And experience. You do another ten missions like this, you aren’t going to feel invincible, but you’ll find yourself thinking ‘I’ve done this before, I can handle this’. It gets easier. Plus, you always have to remember: you’re surrounded by people who will watch out for you.”

“That’s true…” he murmured, looking back at the others for a moment. He didn’t sound convinced.

“You don’t think so?”

He looked back quickly, then looked a little guilty. “I guess...I do still kinda feel like, you know, an outsider.”

“Penny and Luke giving you shit?”

“No, they aren’t. They’ve been really cool, actually. It was kinda awkward at first, but that didn’t last. And no one’s really been giving me shit at the Warren, either. I mean, sometimes I get angry stares or the cold shoulder, but it’s nothing like I thought it was going to be.”

“On average, people want things to be peaceful,” Hunter replied. “It’s a collaborative process, and you seem to be doing your part pretty well.” He took a measured pause. “Once the fighting is mostly done with, I’m going to be organizing expeditions just like this. We’ve got a lot of places to hit and salvage from. It’ll be a lot of driving, a lot of loading and unloading. On average, I’m going to struggle to find people who reliably want to do this. I think this could be your job, for however long it takes. What do you think?”

“Um, yeah. Yes. Definitely. I could keep doing this.”

Hunter nodded. “Good. Keep that in mind. You’re doing pretty well overall so far, so keep that up. Also, seriously, go make use of those hot springs if you intend to. I fucking want in them and once we get in them, we’re not going to want to leave or be bothered for a while.”

“I will,” he replied. “And thanks. I mean...thank you, really, for giving me the opportunity to be here. You could’ve just shot me or told me to fuck off, and honestly, you had good reason to.”

“You’re welcome. Keep up the good work.”

Ryan nodded, still looking awkward but definitely better, and Hunter left him. He checked in quickly with Penny and Luke, and though the conversations were brief (they wanted into those hot springs just as much as he did), he felt that they were both holding up pretty well, too. They were both so different from how they’d been when they had first met. Tougher, sterner, and a lot more confident, too.

It was amazing what could happen in six weeks.

God, had it been only six weeks? It felt like he’d been entrenched in this war for six months now.

Hunter moved to join Chloe and the others in figuring out dinner and getting settled into their cabin for the night.


CHAPTER 9

It was finally time.

The hot spring had been calling to him since the moment he’d stepped out of the car. Hunter could actually smell it on the air, even from that distance.

From the way in which the women snapped to attention the moment he said it was theirs, he could tell they were wanting to be in there just as bad as he was. Which made sense, it had been a bit too stressful for a bit too long. As well as this mission had gone, they were all feeling it this far into the apocalypse.

A good fuck and a soak in hot water would go a long way towards soothing their battered souls.

Now he was walking down the natural path wearing only his boxers, a large towel and a fresh set of boxers being the only thing he was taking with him.

“I’d say I don’t know how you can stand to be out in literally freezing temperatures almost naked, but I do know,” Lilia muttered as they walked.

He chuckled. “Perks of being a supersoldier.”

“Must be nice.”

“It has its drawbacks, but yeah, pretty much.”

“I really fucking need this,” Chloe growled.

“You doing okay, babe?” Hunter replied.

“Yes, I’m fine. I’m just...stressed. I should have listened to you. It was stupid to come on this. I didn’t even enjoy myself, and I kept thinking about things I needed to be doing back home.”

“It’s good that you found out.”

“You really think so?”

“Yes. We’ve gotten through most of it without an issue. You got to go out and see the world again, and now you know for a fact that you’re more comfortable in the Warren. It’s better to know.”

“He’s right,” Yelena said.

“I guess you two would know,” Chloe murmured.

“How about you, Janessa? How are you doing?” Hunter asked.

“Oh, I’m great,” she replied, grinning. “I’m happy, even. Got through this and everything. I’m sad about the casualties, but there’s nothing I can do about it. So I’m just going to enjoy this hot spring as best I can.”

“I assure you, you will enjoy it,” Hunter replied, and she giggled.

“Think you can help all four of us enjoy it?” Yelena asked, and he felt a fingertip slowly caress one bicep.

“No. I know I can.”

“Mmm.”

“I believe it,” Lilia said.

They came to the little enclosed space and immediately set to work getting undressed.

“All right, so…” Hunter hesitated as he watched Chloe’s shirt and then bra come off.

“Yes?” she asked, a small, amused smile on her face.

“Well, I was going to ask who gets to go first, but the answer is you, dear.”

“Because she’s pregnant?” Yelena asked, a sly grin on her face as well.

“Yes. Absolutely that reason.”

Chloe looked visibly pregnant now, and it was clear she had begun to fill out. Her breasts were definitely bigger, her hips broader, her thighs thicker. And as she turned away from him and pulled down her pants and underwear, he saw that her ass was certainly fatter.

“I suppose it’s become even easier to seduce you,” Chloe murmured as she turned back around, now completely nude. Then she shivered. “Fuck, it’s too cold.”

Hunter moved over and helped her carefully down into the water, then watched as the rest of the women undressed.

“I wonder if I’m pregnant yet,” Lilia said as she tossed her shirt aside.

“I do, too,” Janessa murmured.

“Let’s assume no,” Hunter replied.

“Why might that be, I wonder?” Lilia asked, rolling her eyes.

He stepped up to her and slipped an arm around her lean, nude body. “So that I have an excuse to fuck your brains out,” he murmured in her ear, making her shiver intensely.

Yelena scoffed. “As if you ever need a reason.”

He patted Lilia’s bare ass as she headed for the water, then stepped up behind Yelena as she finished straightening up from pulling her panties down.

“Is that backtalk I hear?” he asked quietly into her ear while running a finger slowly down it, feeling the soft fur.

She began to respond, but a shiver ran through her and she lost her train of thought for a moment. When she got control of herself again, she turned around and glared at him.

“You are very lucky,” she muttered finally, then walked past him.

“I am,” he agreed.

Hunter slipped down into the water, dunked his head under and ran his hands down his face, then he got up behind Chloe and kissed the side of her neck while cupping her big, soft breasts in his hands. She gasped softly and seemed to melt against him.

“You’ve been working hard,” he said softly, “let me help you relax.”

“I would...mmm...really like that,” she murmured.

Hunter grinned and switched to kissing the other side of her neck as he began to play with her nipples. She moaned quietly and shuddered against him. As his hand slid lower and he began to pleasure her, he found himself thinking about the fact that she was the first one he’d had sex with. And not because he’d come onto her.

He still found that interesting, and thought that it spoke to the intensity of their mutual attraction. There were things he loved in all of them, aspects and qualities that appealed to him or drew his respect or admiration. He still wondered if relationships were just easier over here, or if perhaps they were easier because of the apocalypse.

Or maybe it was just because he fit in better over here. Instinct. It always seemed to come back to instinct. There had to be things his instincts told him about Chloe, about the women he lived his life with now. That they would be good partners, good mothers, good friends.

And he hadn’t made a mistake yet in that regard. Though, he thought as he flicked a glance at Janessa, who was watching this display with an almost feral grin and looked stunningly seductive with her wet, red hair and her perked up fox ears, he was definitely not adding anyone else after her. That thought made him pause and he looked briefly at Yelena and Lilia.

His two ‘undecided’ mates.

He thought that Lilia was a lock, not that he’d ever pressure her, but she was basically with him at this point. And then there was Yelena…

Chloe cried out and began to orgasm intensely and derailed that train of thought. Probably for the best. Yelena was...very complex. And he needed more time to think about this relationship that they had. Though he wondered if she’d even call it a relationship.

“Now,” he said, gently spinning her around in the water until she faced him. She looked up at him, panting and flushed. “I think it’s time for the next part.”

“I think so, too,” Chloe panted.

“Yeah, I think so, too,” Lilia said, her voice becoming terse, “because I’m really fucking horny right now.”

“Same,” Janessa murmured, still staring, absolutely captivated by the two of them.

He chuckled. “What about you, Yelena? Are you a horny slut like the others?”

“I,” she replied a little haughtily as she crossed her arms, “am not a horny slut. I have...needs, that I would like tended to.”

“That’s a lot of words for ‘horny slut’,” he said.

She narrowed her gaze and pursed her lips.

Hunter stared back at her, then slowly lowered Chloe onto his erection. She moaned loud and long as he penetrated her wonderfully pregnant pussy.

“There’s nothing wrong with being a horny slut. I am,” he continued when she didn’t say anything.

“We all are, in this little group of ours,” Janessa said.

“Yeah, that becomes immediately obvious the first time Hunter and any of his mates are together in their apartment,” Lilia replied.

“Oh, fuck!” Chloe cried.

“Shh,” he murmured, then kissed her as he shifted his grip more to her ass as he kept sliding her up and down his erection, bouncing her in the water.

“I...can’t...help it…” she moaned, panting.

He chuckled. “Janessa, here, come help. Put your hand over her mouth.”

“Ooh!” Janessa came over eagerly and put her hand over Chloe’s mouth.

As soon as she did, Hunter stopped bouncing and began stirring, twisting Chloe around in a circle and stirring his cock around inside of her. The qualities of her muffled moans immediately changed, growing louder and more urgent.

“That’s it, come on…” he murmured, staring into her eyes.

They became unfocused a few seconds later as he felt her wet, inner muscles spasm and flutter. She cried out, still muffled firmly by Janessa, and began to orgasm. He kept stirring her around, holding her as she trembled and shook and spasmed with the power of sexual ecstasy. When the orgasm had run its course, he had Janessa let go of her and then gently slipped himself out of her and set her down on a natural shelf so that her head and shoulders were still above water.

“Oh my, oh goodness,” she murmured.

“Why don’t you get out, actually, you look flushed,” Hunter said.

She nodded, dazed. “Yes. A good idea. Oh, that was a strong one.”

Hunter helped her out of the water and onto a towel. She lay down carefully on her back. Steam rose off her body from the chilled air, but she seemed happy with the change.

“Thank you,” she said softly, grinning at him as she caught her breath.

He kissed her and turned back to the others. “Who’s next?”

Yelena was there and she kissed him, hard and firm, on the mouth. Pulling back, she said, “Since I’m such a horny slut, you’ll have to fuck me like one.”

“Gladly,” Hunter replied, and settled his hands on her hips as she went in for another kiss.

…

“Hunter…” Lilia murmured.

“Yeah?” he replied softly.

The others were asleep now, though he wondered about Yelena. Wondered if she was still awake, still listening. Chloe was straight up passed out. He’d actually had to carry her back from the hot spring. Janessa had been almost acting drunk from how tired she was. To be fair to her, he had really gone hard on her when it was her turn.

“Do you love me?”

Now Hunter turned and looked at her. Lilia was lying on her side, to his right. She was closest to him, while Yelena lay alone on his left side. They had lucked out, the main cabin had a king size bed. Lilia stared at him. She looked calm, though he could sense a tension just below the surface.

This was not the question he had expected from her.

She looked ghostly and beautiful in the moonlight. Hunter thought about her question seriously. It was a serious question and it required a similar answer. He thought about how he felt about her. How he felt about his other mates. About what love even was, or what it felt like. He thought she might say something, apologize or maybe walk the question back, but she didn’t.

She just waited.

He thought about sharing meals with her. Making love with her. The way she looked at him, sometimes. How comfortable he felt around her.

He thought about the fact that she was almost certainly pregnant right now with his kits.

“Yes,” he replied finally. “I do love you, Lilia.”

He wasn’t sure when it had happened. The seed had certainly been planted when they’d first met. He remembered that instant attraction he’d felt. Hunter clearly had a thing for competent women who at least tried to take control of a situation and do the right thing.

It had happened in bits and pieces, he surmised. Each time he saw her, he spoke to her, the times they spent together, it had happened. He’d fallen in love with her just a little more. When had he known, he wondered suddenly?

It felt like right now, and certainly it was the first time he’d articulated it, even inside of his own head, but somehow he knew that he’d known.

Lilia smiled. “I wish you’d told me sooner.”

“I...didn’t want to rush you,” he murmured. “I also hadn’t...quite realized it, if that makes sense? There’s been so much going on-”

“I’m not mad.” He felt her take his hand beneath the blankets. “I’m just...feeling a lot of feelings lately. About you. And us. And I...was wrong. I am ready for a relationship. Or, at least, I’m ready for this relationship.”

“It’s what you want?”

“It’s what I want.” She pressed herself closer suddenly, kissed him, then rested against his chest. “I love you, Hunter.”

“I love you too, Lilia,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head and putting his arms around her.

There was a lot left to do, and some of it was going to be brutal and bloody in the very near future, but here in this moment, he was happy.

They fell asleep embracing, not thinking about tomorrow, but about the times that came after that.

Episode 11 will be out November 1st!

Thanks for reading, reviews and ratings are really appreciated!

OTHER HAREM ADVENTURES

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

RAW (Stone age fantasy.)

A WARM PLACE (Post-apocalyptic winter survival.)

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

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

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

BENEATH THE ASHES (Post-apocalyptic subterranean survival.)

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

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


ABOUT ME

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

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

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

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

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

Thanks for reading!
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