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CHAPTER 1

Something was…

Different.

Hunter’s initial reaction was to think something was wrong, but as he stared at himself in the mirror, he realized that was less instinct, more habit by now. He didn’t so much want to assume something had gone wrong as he was forced to.

But no, something was different.

Hunter slowly lowered the electric razor and stared at it for a long moment. At the light glinting off the metal. Then his eyes drifted gradually back upwards, to the mirror. Seeing himself. He looked so different.

He had been buzzing his beard and hair fairly regularly, but given the fact that he’d been so busy in the days leading up to the incident that had rendered him comatose, and the other fact that he had then been comatose for twenty two days, then he’d gone through a strange sort of gray period for about three days where he kept waking up and being told hours had passed…

He hadn’t really had a chance to shave.

It had been a terrifying stretch of time, and it was far from over.

Hunter was weak.

He had never been weak before. Not in his memories, certainly not since he’d come here. Well, with the exception of the times he’d pushed himself too hard in the past. This felt like the king hell version of that, and also somehow fundamentally different.

His body had shut something off, something vital. Without actually testing it, Hunter somehow knew that he couldn’t activate his enhanced state. Part of him wanted to reach for it, but some other part of him knew it would be a bad idea. It wasn’t just that nothing would happen, it would probably be the equivalent of trying to lift something really heavy after hitting the gym all damn day.

He might tear his brain or something.

The thought was terrifying on many levels.

Hunter raised the electric razor to his beard once more, and once more he paused there, staring at himself uncertainly in the mirror. He almost felt like he was looking at another person. And in that moment, he realized he felt like another person. Except not quite that strongly. Still himself, but...different.

Different how?

Different priorities maybe.

Maybe that was a good thing.

Hunter sighed and slowly lowered the razor again. He almost set it on the sink, but kept it in his hand. He thought about those three days. They had been strange and surreal. Each time he woke back up, another mate was beside him. Often, there were two squeezed up there with him. And all of them, somehow, had managed to sneak in some sex with him.

That had only added to the surreal factor.

He had gained more of each day back, and the third day, yesterday, had nearly been normal. He’d been awake, out of pain, in his right mind, and working. Chloe was reluctant, but he had basically demanded to know the situation, what had happened in his absence.

Mercifully, the prevailing answer was: not that much.

They had secured the Warren, pieced together what had actually happened, destroyed the Trinket stuff, and then slowly gotten back to their lives. Brooke had led their security force in his absence, putting together patrols, though they didn’t really need to. They had thankfully informed Binx of the situation, and they’d ultimately headed back to their outpost with a few trucks filled with supplies. About a week into his coma, a heavy storm had hit the forest, even heavier than before, lasting five days.

From what they told him, there was still a fair amount of snow out there.

Somehow, it felt…

Right.

It took him a few seconds to realize why: this felt like winter vacation in high school.

“Hey, uh...everything okay in there?” Brooke asked, startling him.

Hunter still had the razor to his beard.

“Yeah,” he said, abruptly coming to a decision. He set the electric razor back in the medicine cabinet, behind the mirror, and closed it with a click. “Just another minute.”

“Okay. Take as long as you need,” she replied.

She sounded like she was walking on clouds. He knew how she felt. Or, no, he didn’t. But that was fine for now.

Hunter turned on the water and wet his hands, then ran them through his hair and beard, smoothing it all down a little bit, trying to look like he wasn’t a bear waking from fucking three straight months of hibernation.

This was actually the exact reason he preferred to buzz his hair off. But now...that didn’t seem appropriate. He was, well, not someone else now, but someone different. Someone with a short beard and a head of short brown hair, someone who looked less feral. Less insane. More like someone who could actually live a normal life.

He was someone who taught gun safety, not someone who pumped lead into enemies.

He was someone who showed proper form while working out and created custom workout routines for anyone who asked, not someone who slogged through miles of forest or open country and stormed an enemy base.

And he...kind of liked that.

Hunter chuckled and stepped out of the infirmary bathroom, shutting off the light. He felt a lot better right now. He’d donned his black uniform. They’d repaired it for him, and put it next to his bed for when he awoke. Interestingly, he found himself wanting to wear blue jeans and a white t-shirt. He could probably make that happen.

And here was Brooke, smiling at him cautiously.

They had all been treating him like he was fragile. He tried not to hold it against them. It was automatic, reflexive instinct on their part, they didn’t know it was mildly insulting. Well, Yelena did. And he suspected Chloe and Janessa did, too. But they all did it. Even Yelena. And some part of him did like it, he couldn’t deny that.

“So, how you feeling?” she asked.

“I’m feeling pretty good. Definitely good enough to have a look at the training course and the gym,” he replied, heading for the exit.

“I studied your plans and implemented them as exhaustively as I could.” She sounded pensive, if not downright anxious, as she followed him.

The conversation faltered as they found themselves surrounded by a dozen or so people. Civilians just...waiting for him.

“Hey, everyone...uh...you need something?” he asked.

“We just wanted to be here, when you left,” one of them replied awkwardly, not quite looking at him. “We, um...really appreciate what you did...I mean, everything you’ve done for us, Captain.”

That had apparently started while he was out. Everyone was referring to him as Captain now, sometimes Captain Hunter. Occasionally Cap, if they were feeling particularly happy. Who had started, when and why? Apparently no one could say.

“Well, that’s what makes a community so great. I was out there killing Trinkets and wolves for you, and you all were here, taking care of the Warren.”

“That’s so...easy, though,” one of the others, Penny, he realized, said.

“It doesn’t matter. It’s an illusion. It all matters. A society is a machine, and we are a society. And a machine is made up of a thousand different parts, and they all have to work together. They all have to do their thing. That’s why it’s so important. Because...well, you all know how easy it is for a society to collapse. You all showing up and doing your job, volunteering to help out in the kitchen, to cover an extra shift, or to sing karaoke or tell a story to a worn out crowd, I need that as much as you need me killing bad guys.”

No one seemed to know what to say, but they were all smiling at least.

“Thank you, Hunter,” Penny said finally.

“You’re welcome. And thanks everyone for coming to see me like this. I do appreciate it. Now, I gotta go check out the training course and the gym, make sure all is as it should be so we can finally get the ball rolling on the Rangers.”

“I’ll be there,” Penny said, and three others he wasn’t as familiar with murmured in agreement.

“I’ll be so happy to test you and train you.”

He waved farewell and he and Brooke resumed their journey. Brooke was staring at him, wide-eyed.

“Uh...everything okay there?” he asked.

“Hunter, you’re different. You’re really different now.”

“Am I?”

“Yes. Man, I’ve got to pull some footage of you. The cameras would’ve caught that. And then compare it to a similar conversation from before your coma. You’re so different. There used to be this...intensity to you. This gravity. This heaviness. It was like you couldn’t switch it off. And now it’s not there. You just sounded so damned chill there, in a way I’ve never quite heard. Maybe when you’re at your most relaxed.”

“Huh. Interesting. Yeah, I would like to see a comparison, actually.” A moment of silence passed. “So, is it a good thing?”

“What? Oh, yes! Absolutely! It’s amazing, honestly.” She gasped. “You’re going to be a perfect father! Holy shit! That’s what’s got me all...bothered. Oh, you’re going to be so patient and kind and disarming! You’re going to be so massive, but they’ll grow up with it, so they won’t really know to be intimidated by your size, and they’re going to feel so safe with you!”

“I fucking hope so,” he muttered.

“They will, Hunter, trust me.”

They came to the training course. Hunter had been toying with ideas for a little while. He hadn’t even realized Brooke had known to find it and utilize it. He was glad he’d basically finished it the plan.

“I had to make some changes,” she whispered.

“I believe you made the changes with the best intentions and intelligence,” he replied.

She sighed, though it was closer to a dreamy sigh. It was a rather curious sound, coming from a woman as jacked as she was.

“I...appreciate that. Come on.”

Down on the fifth floor, Hunter had earmarked a whole corridor for use by the Rangers. His elite security force that he would lead, apparently as Captain Hunter, and Brooke would be his number two, as Lieutenant Sterling. He had roughly a dozen and a half earmarked for potential recruits. He was confident about fourteen of them were going to volunteer, like Penny back there, and the rest he would ask.

The training course took up the entire length of one half of the Ranger’s Corridor. All the walls had been either removed or adjusted, creating a series of tight corridors and rooms. As they walked through it, Hunter was genuinely impressed. It looked legit. He wasn’t sure where they’d managed to get some of the window dressing to make the place look more real.

He could see where she’d made the changes, and they did indeed make sense.

“So...what do you think?” she asked as they crossed the hallway and came into the gym.

“I was right. To trust in you. That thing was flawless.”

“Flawless?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

He chuckled. “Okay, I will want to have a more thorough inspection, but I’m confident I won’t find much. I really appreciate what you did, Brooke.”

She blushed, then laughed uncomfortably. “Let’s keep going.”

“Well...hold on a minute,” he replied, taking her hand.

“What?” she asked uncertainly, looking back.

He drew her over to a bench and sat down. “Have a seat. Tell me how you’re doing. I mean, really. How you’re feeling about...everything.”

Brooke hesitated only a moment, then sat down. She brushed some of her hair off her face. It had grown noticeably since last he’d seen her. That was, apparently, a potential side effect of pregnancy in rabbits. Something he was still kind of shocked to learn. She had said she was going to chop it mostly off after giving birth, and he was very much looking forward to that.

Jacked, short-haired tomboys apparently really did it for him.

“So, how am I feeling about everything? Shit…” she muttered, not looking at him, instead staring into the gym. “I’m still finding my feet, I guess? After everything that happened, including not one, but two big take-downs, you were comatose for three fucking weeks. Then it took you another three days to finally start coming out of it. And then it took another three days for you to actually be able to get up. Bringing us to now. And that has all been…”

She started crying abruptly. She got her arms around him before he could get his around her. She leaned against him, shoving her face into his chest, trying to speak.

“Talk after crying,” he murmured, rubbing the back of her head with one hand and her back with the other.

She said something he didn’t understand, but didn’t try to talk again after that. After a bit, he switched from rubbing the back of her head to caressing one of her ears. It was a sexual thing, but it was also an intimate thing, and something that helped calm them down sometimes, he had learned.

After about thirty seconds of silence, she gently pushed away from him, and he released her.

“Sorry,” she said, looking tired, angry, and vaguely embarrassed.

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” he replied.

She laughed softly, then sighed. “I’ll be right back.”

He watched her walk up to one of the few doors in the room and saw that it let into a bathroom. Good idea. They were also going to want to set up a shower room down here. When he’d initially been coming up with it, he’d been dubious it could be done, or at least done so easily, but Riley and Lacy maintained it was very possible.

Brooke emerged a moment later, looking refreshed. “All right, um, so. You asked about me. I’m...actually pretty good right now. Despite the crying. I think that was just...stress, so much stress. But I’m fucking thrilled you’re awake.”

He chuckled. “I mean, I figured that. Maybe I should ask something else. How do you feel about...how this all turned out? And about where it’s going?”

It occurred to him that he’d probably be asking some variation of this to all ten of his mates.

“Well, I sure wish it had gone a lot better. But all things considered, I know that it honestly turned out amazingly. We would have had so much more trouble without you. Shit, now that I have a picture of just how insane everything was...we’d have been so fucked. As for where we are? Good. I mean, certainly I’d rather we be farther along, but good.”

“And the future?”

“I’m...kinda optimistic, to be honest.” He chuckled, he couldn’t help it. Brooke rolled her eyes. “I know, ridiculous, right? But I am. And…” She had been looking speculatively out at the gym, no doubt considering the training she’d be doing, and putting others through. Now she turned to look at him directly. “I’m bad with this shit, so I’m just going to say it. I promised myself I’d say it to you as soon as I could once you’d woken up, but I always hesitate, or something comes up. And I just need to say it.”

“I’m listening,” he replied, very curious about what she had to say.

“I am a better person because of you. A far better person, and directly because of your intervention. I wanted to...thank you, for being patient with me, when I made it extremely difficult at times. And for doing, fuck, just, everything you’ve done for me. For all of us, but for me.” She hesitated, looking uncertain. “How did you know? That I’d...change?”

“Oh, shit, Brooke, I didn’t. I know a lot of things, but when it comes to the future? No. I can guess, but with you, it wasn’t a guess.”

“Then what was it?”

“It was a hope. And it was doing the right thing.” He considered his next words for a moment. “At the end of the day, when a person has corrosive beliefs or a harmful way of living their life, living with hatred for example, it isn’t just other people that suffer. They’re suffering, too. Every time you brought up the wolves, I could see you tasting hatred, almost overwhelmed by it at times. And that hurts. Me, but very much so, you. And now you are wife-sisters with a wolf. You trust her to sleep beside you at night, you’ll trust her with our kits. Think about how happy Riley has made you, made all of us. And how happy we made her. She’d be dead now, probably. And now she’ll bring joy and help potentially thousands of people over the rest of her life. All because you decided to give a wolf a chance.”

He paused, frowned, then sighed softly and sat back down.

“What’s wrong?” Brooke asked immediately, fear infecting her voice.

“It’s nothing, just feeling kind of weak. Already. Fuck,” he muttered.

“It’s okay, it’s going to happen. Your abilities-”

“I know, Brooke. I’m not worried.” He paused. “Well, okay, I am worried, but not that worried. I’m pissed. And...embarrassed.”

“Yeah, I get that,” Brooke murmured awkwardly.

“But it is what it is. And I’m not stupid. You know, mostly. I know I can’t just power through this, and you aren’t going to catch me trying to do something stupid like working out when I know that the less I strain my body, the faster I’ll heal. But...damn is it rough.”

“I know, Hunter,” Brooke murmured, looking down at him with an uncertain anxiety. Abruptly, it cleared. She smiled. “You know, I know something that will take your mind off of things.”

“You think that’s the best idea right now?” he replied.

“I do…” she answered demurely, lifting her shirt and exposing her now very pregnant belly. “Don’t worry,” she added, taking his hand and placing it against her stomach, “I’ll be careful.”

“I actually can’t say no to you,” he muttered.

She giggled and hauled him up.


CHAPTER 2

For once, Hunter was lost.

And in the Warren, too.

He supposed he shouldn’t be too anxious, because the instructions had been kind of vague, but he could feel fear creeping up his spine. He pushed away at it as he made his way down the second of the main thoroughfares on the third level down. It was already getting populated, and between his own three-apartment home that they were slowly setting up and all the new people, it probably wouldn’t be all that long before they had to open up the next one down.

They were still fixing the damage to the lowest levels.

“Come on,” Hunter muttered as he reached the end of the thoroughfare and still didn’t see what he was looking for.

She’d said it would have a sign on it-

“Hunter?”

He paused as he began heading back, zeroing in on Kiara’s voice. She stood in the doorway to one of the apartments that wasn’t an apartment.

“Kiara,” he said, more relieved than he would have cared to admit. “Did you move? I didn’t see the sign.”

“Oh.” She winced slightly. “I, uh, forgot to put it back up. I took it down because I wanted to draw a few things on it...are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he lied, and hated that the lie worked.

“Come in, see it!” she replied eagerly.

That made him smile, at least. Kiara was different now, too. They all were, he was realizing. Not just his mates, but damn near everyone in the Warren. It had been a day since his time with Brooke, and he’d spent about half of it resting and half of it wandering about the Warren. (Okay, more than half resting.) There was a new atmosphere, one of supercharged hope.

A great weight had been lifted from them all and, despite the mourning they’d be doing for a long time, the people were happy.

Overjoyed, even.

He wished he felt the same. Well, he did...on an intellectual level. Emotionally, though? He was having his own problems.

“Wow, this place is pretty nice,” he murmured as she led him into the lobby.

Mostly, it was a waiting area. A comfortable one. There were chairs and small tables around, a pair of couches, a kitchenette, some books on a small, high shelf, and a corner dedicated to toys. She led him past a desk and then a bathroom and came to the door at the back. It led into her office. Hunter looked around it, admiring it.

Kiara had made some changes while he’d been out. Namely, she had fully turned control of the Warren over to Lacy, Riley, and Petra. All three of them had turned into a pretty lean leading machine, and Kiara, as she said, was tired. She wanted something smaller. And so, she had created the Office of Problem Solving.

Her office was pretty simple: a desk, a swivel chair, four other chairs, a single potted plant, and a water cooler. It was all very tidy and clean and organized. On her desk, he saw the sign she had made and was honestly surprised. He’d expected something hand-drawn, but this looked like it had been designed for a corporation.

It looked professional. The placement, the typography, even the paper the sign was printed on. And the drawings she added, a few lightbulbs, a few question marks...that didn’t look like question marks and yet he understood that’s what they were, they looked professional, too. Below the words OFFICE OF PROBLEM SOLVING was another phrase: No Problem Too Small!

“How’d you make this?” he muttered. “You drew this?”

“I printed the words, I drew the rest,” she replied.

“This is extremely professional.”

She chuckled awkwardly as she leaned against her desk. “I had a knack for presentation. And drawing.”

“Apparently you still do,” he muttered, studying it some more. When he looked back up at her, she was frowning at him. “What?”

“Something’s wrong,” she said. “I just realized that right now. Something’s wrong. With you. What’s wrong?”

“I...nothing.” Her frown deepened considerably and she crossed her arms. Well, that lie hadn’t worked. He sighed. “It’s not a big deal.”

“Hunter. Tell me. Now.”

He struggled for a moment, and then realized he wasn’t going to be able to get out of this. And then he felt frustrated, at himself, at the situation. Here he was, hiding shit from her. From them.

“I’m...scared,” he said, making himself look at her.

Her expression softened and she uncrossed her arms. “Of what?”

He tried to speak, then sighed heavily and shook his head. “I’ve lost my edge.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m so...weak, ever since waking up. And I know, that’s to be expected, but that isn’t it. It’s not just weakness. It’s...I’m slow. I’m forgetting things. It’s honestly deeply concerning. And, before you ask why I haven’t mentioned it before now, the reason is that I was hoping either it would get better, go away, or I’d realize I was being paranoid.”

“Exactly how bad of memory lapses are we talking?” Kiara asked cautiously.

“I mean, not terrible. I forget where I set stuff down. If someone asks me a question and I’m busy with a task, by the time I finish the task I’ve forgotten the question. But honestly, the memory loss isn’t what’s really bothering me. It’s the...lack of comprehension. I’ve been overhearing people talking, you know, as I’ve walked around since waking up, and sometimes it feels like...I understand that a point is being made, but I simply don’t grasp it. Like, there’s just a blank there, and I know there shouldn’t be. And before you ask...no, I can’t remember any specific examples right now.”

Kiara stared at him for a moment, frowning. “Well, my love, you took a very serious blow to the head. It was pretty bad. We were kind of panicking. Between all the medical personnel here, we managed to patch your skull, but without a neurologist...but the scans didn’t show any brain damage.”

“Yeah, but what if they aren’t powerful enough? Or my brain is just a little too different to realize?”

She kept staring at him, then sighed and shook her head. “We have to talk with Chloe about this.”

“Wait,” he said, taking her hand as she began heading for the door.

“What?”

“...can it wait? Just a little bit. I kinda really wanted to have this nice little moment in here with you. Can we just pretend this conversation didn’t happen for the next...half hour?”

Kiara looked like she wanted to say no, but then she relaxed. “Okay. I can do that. I want to do that, honestly. Although I really want to make sure you’re all right…”

“Tell me more about your office, your project.”

“Well…” She smiled suddenly and walked around to her chair. There she sat, and Hunter sat down across from her, just barely able to fit. “So, as you saw on the sign, this is the Office of Problem Solving. And no problem is too small. I want to at least try to solve every problem. From lost socks to couples’ problems to broken lightbulbs. Anything that people for some reason can’t solve for themselves, and can’t get someone else to do it.”

“Is it just going to be you?” he asked.

“No. Rain, Nicole, Diane, Chloe and, interestingly, Yelena, have all agreed to fill in sometimes. I figured you would, too.”

“Absolutely.”

“So, it’ll just be me either personally solving problems, or locating whoever it is I need to help me solve the problem. I’ve got the run of the Warren.”

“That you do. Speaking of that…”

“Yes?”

“How are you feeling about stepping down? It’s been a little bit and I meant to ask you again.”

“Oh, I feel fine. More relieved than ever, honestly. I have had enough responsibility to last me a lifetime, and the fact that I’m doing this instead of taking a vacation for the next year means that I clearly give a shit about responsibility. It’s not something I can really put down. But I do understand that I really need to back off, and for a while. Maybe forever. Because this took a toll on me. It took years off my life. And I want...I need to have a smaller, simpler role now.” She paused, smiled down at her belly. “Well, for now. I figure I can wander around the Warren with our newborn children if necessary. Get a little stroller, maybe…”

“I’m sure I can figure out how to build one,” Hunter replied.

“I’m sure you can. And I would love that. I know the others would, too. Mmm.”

“What?”

“Rain’s due to pop any day now. She can’t be more than a week out, ten days at the absolute latest.”

“I’m really looking forward to it, although now I’m a little scared I won’t remember parts of it.”

“You’ll remember,” Kiara replied with a sure smile.

Hunter hoped she was right. He perked up suddenly. “Maybe we could run down a problem right now.”

“Hmm, let’s see what’s on the list,” she murmured, turning to her terminal and navigating it for a moment. “All right, not much. Actually, there’s only one I haven’t solved yet. Someone needs a second table brought to their apartment, they have it earmarked in storage. We could do that.”

“I think I can still manage that,” Hunter agreed, rising to his feet.

Kiara smiled, secured her terminal, and joined him in heading out of her office. As they walked back through the corridors of the Warren, he studied her. She was different now, too. Except when it came to him, Kiara walked through the world with an ease he had not seen before. She already was pretty confident by the time they had met, that much was obvious, but there was also a tension to her. An enormous tension.

He’d spent enough time around her to know that, while yes, a lot of that came from the literal apocalypse she was facing, it was also something she had carried with her most of her life. Not this amount, but definitely more than usual. It seemed to be gone now. Well, not completely, but almost. He knew it wouldn’t last, but he did think that now that they had faced this threat and the storm had more or less passed, her baseline would be much calmer on average.

Though he did wonder if it would survive contact with motherhood.

But she was happy. That was the important thing. She was safe and healthy and happy.

“Here we are,” she murmured, coming to the appropriate storage room.

They went inside and found a lot of recently constructed furniture stacked. Mostly chairs and tables, some shelving units packed up, yet to be assembled. A couple of desks. Every storage room he came by these days was so much busier now, almost all of them scattered with things being unpacked or assembled.

It was a good feeling, seeing that.

They found the table. It was folded up, leaned against the wall with a few others. It came with a handle and Hunter was vaguely relieved to find it easy to pick up. Grasping the handle firmly, he followed Kiara deeper into the Warren.


CHAPTER 3

“Mmm...no, I’m not seeing anything, Hunter. I’m not actually seeing any damage. And I’ve been monitoring you consistently for literal weeks. The entire time you were comatose. And this is the best equipment in the entire Warren.”

Chloe turned to look at him when he didn’t respond.

“What?” she prompted finally.

“It’s just...I’m worried. We know that the technology I came equipped with is far beyond anything you guys have. I could be broken at a level you simply cannot detect or don’t understand,” he replied.

Anxiety was new to him.

Fear, dread, terror, horror, apprehension, he was familiar with all that. But anxiety? It was a new feeling, he realized. He’d thought he’d felt it in the past, but he clearly hadn’t. This was...insidious. Sinister. Subtle. Horrifying.

It gnawed. Dread smothered, terror choked, horror squeezed, apprehension lurked, fear danced around in your guts, but anxiety…

Gnawed.

Except when it didn’t. Sometimes it came on in sudden dark swarms, overwhelming your defenses without the slightest warning. And then you were infected with it, and there was no way to get rid of it quickly. You just had to sweat it out.

He hated it.

He suddenly had so much more empathy and understanding for those he saw who suffered from it. It was debilitating. He could genuinely see why it was considered a full-blown handicap in its more extreme times. It gave him more pause than a Trinket ever did.

It wasn’t what he’d call out of control. He was always able to overcome it...so far. His real hedge against despair was the notion that this was simply a side effect of his damage and his enhanced abilities being offline. Once he was fully healed and his enhancements came back, it would banish the anxiety.

Probably.

Hopefully.

Chloe was staring at him. He realized he’d sort of lapsed into silence, letting his thoughts take him over.

“Hunter,” she said gently, standing up and walking over to him. She hugged his head to her chest. “You’ve been through the worst thing that happened to you since coming here. Maybe one of the worst things that happened to you in your life. And you used your enhancement at a level you didn’t even know existed before then. It makes sense that you are slow and stumbling occasionally. I think…”

She hesitated long enough that he realized she was trying to spare his feelings.

“I want to hear your insights. I want anything that might help,” he replied quietly.

“Okay. I think you’re used to everything being easy, to dominating. And suddenly, this is hard. Not just hard, but really hard. And you don’t really know how to handle a problem like this, but you always know how to handle problems. I think you should try, at least for a few days, to just...let yourself relax, and recover.

“If something happens, then yes, we will act on it, and after say, three days, if you’re still feeling bad, we’ll try something new. I’ll get together with...everyone I can think of: the other doctors, Riley, Yelena, Kiara, anyone, and see if we can brainstorm up some kind of new test or modification to the existing equipment. I want you to feel better, but I’ve seen this before, Hunter. I truly think you’re psyching yourself out, obsessing over it.”

“...I hope you’re right,” he replied.

After a moment, he slid his hands down until he cupped her fat, pregnant ass.

“Hunter…” she murmured, clearly amused.

“Yeah?”

“You know that in my advanced state of pregnancy I am far more...amorous than normal.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And that even something as simple as grabbing my ass can get me really worked up.”

“Yes.”

“Then why are you doing it?”

“I guess I want to have sex with you.” She looked down at him. He looked back at the bathroom and raised his eyes.

“I…” She bit her lower lip for a moment, then looked at the closed door. “Fuck it. Come on,” she growled, grabbing him and pulling him towards the bathroom.

They got inside and she pushed him down onto the closed toilet lid.

“We don’t have time for anything but a quickie,” she muttered as she got down on her knees and began undoing his pants. “Rain is coming in for a standard pregnancy scan pretty soon. So...fast.”

“I can probably manage that,” Hunter replied.

“You’d better,” she growled, glaring up at him for a moment, then going back to work on his pants. “This fucking-there we go!” He chuckled and she glared up again. “What’s so funny?”

“It’s just...you’ve been a lot feistier just recently.”

“I’m not sure what that means,” she murmured.

“Huh, been a long time since we’ve had one of those. You’ve been more full of fire just recently.”

“Side effect of being so close to giving birth,” she muttered, then slipped his erection into her mouth and began bobbing her head rapidly.

Hunter suppressed a laugh. She looked kind of ridiculous, her eyes wide, almost enraged, rabbit ears flopping back and forth as she coated his cock in her saliva as fast as she could. Thankfully, he caught a look down the front of her shirt at her huge tits and that refocused him. Abruptly, she stood up and pulled her pants down.

As she turned around, showing him her huge, pale ass, there was a knock at the door.

“I’m busy!” Chloe cried.

“Okay, wow,” Rain replied.

“Oh! Shit! I’m sorry, it’s just-we’re busy right now, Rain! I need a minute.”

“Wait, we? Is Hunter in there with you?”

“Yes! Now just-ugh!”

She gave up, reached between her thick thighs, and gripped his cock. Sitting down in his lap, she penetrated herself with it with a loud moan, placed her hands on his knees, and began riding his cock.

“Oh fuck, that’s exactly what I need right now,” she groaned.

Hunter sat back and let her satisfy herself. He had very much missed this. It was strange, because from his perspective, they’d had sex not that long before he woke up, but his body sure felt the lack of it. The first time he’d actually stuck his cock in one of them (interestingly, yet again, Chloe had been the first one to get her hands on him), he’d lasted all of fifteen seconds and blown what was probably the biggest load of his life.

Or at least his life here.

“Hey, I want a turn!” Rain complained, opening the door.

Chloe completely ignored her, and Hunter almost did. He was absolutely enamored by how fat her ass was now. Being out for three solid weeks meant that he had missed a lot of their pregnancy, so from his perspective, suddenly most of his mates were a lot more obviously pregnant. And he was discovering that he absolutely had a pregnancy fetish, as if he didn’t know that already.

Then he flicked a glance at Rain and it felt like being drawn to a magnet. Of them all, she was the most radiant when it came to her pregnant state. Her skin had a lush, healthy pale glow. Her breasts had grown probably two sizes since he’d first met her, and her hips, ass, and thighs were a lot more hefty. She kind of looked like a fertility goddess.

“Here, babe,” Hunter said, reaching around, finding her clit, and rubbing it vigorously.

Chloe cried out, going rigid for a few seconds, then she began stirring his erection around inside of herself. Within about seven seconds she was orgasming. She cried out, twitching in pure rapturous release, and he groaned as he felt her inner muscles squirming and fluttering wetly, tightening around his rigid length.

Then she was finished and still. Chloe let out a sigh of relief and stood up, then pulled her clothes back into place.

“He’s all yours, I’m going to prep the scan,” she murmured, panting a little.

“Yep,” Rain replied, already tossing her shirt away.

He watched as Rain took all her clothes off, apparently feeling the urge to be completely naked for this. Once she was, (dear GOD did her body look incredible), she walked over to him and kissed him. Then she turned around and took up Chloe’s position, sliding his cock inside of herself.

“Look how fat you got me,” she complained, settling in his lap for a moment.

“Yep,” he murmured, reaching around and sliding his hands up to her frankly absurdly large breasts. “Fat and pregnant and whiny.”

“I am not whiny!” she declared, then began riding him.

Hunter groaned as the pleasure restarted. Rain let out a satisfied little laugh, then cried out as he hit something particularly pleasant and sensitive. He slipped his hands down to her big hips and started helping her bounce on his cock.

It was, unfortunately, a quick session. He just barely managed to get her off before his own orgasm kicked into existence, and then he was filling her perfect pregnant pussy up with his seed. It burst out of him and into her, sending shockwaves of pleasure into him as he laid his hands across her big belly. They came together, and then sat together, catching their breaths.

“That’s a lot better,” Rain whispered, slowly standing up and then stepping into the shower stall.

“Definitely,” Hunter agreed, putting himself away and standing. “How are you?”

“Pretty happy in general. Ready to give birth,” she replied as she started up the shower and began cleaning up the mess they’d made. “How about you?”

“Pretty okay. Annoyingly tired still.”

“You’re healing, Hunter.”

He turned more fully to face her. “You said that with significance.”

She chuckled. “I’ve been watching you closely, my interdimensional supersoldier lover. You’re healing. Slowly, but it is happening. You’re moving just a little faster, resting just a little bit less. You’re just used to everything snapping into place immediately. But this is different, Hunter. You need more patience.”

Hunter stared at her, a small smile on his face. Rain...sometimes surprised him more than any of the others. She seemed so timid and often so agreeable. So innocent and harmless, even. At a glance, she seemed like the kind of person who would have trouble standing up for themselves. But she absolutely was not that.

She often was the one to tell someone plainly they were being unreasonable, or telling someone a harsh truth. But she was so good at it. Maybe it was how she looked or her voice or some innate social gift, but she almost never pissed anyone off.

“I guess that’s true,” he replied finally.

“I’m glad we see eye-to-eye on that,” she said. “Now, will you help me dry off and dress so that I can get this scan and get back to work? Dinner’s ramping up.”

“At some point, you’re going to have to take a break. Like, in a broader sense.”

“I know,” she replied, shutting off the water, “why do you think I’m still working so hard?”

…

Rain’s scan came back fine, and so did Chloe’s, after he’d pushed her just a little to get one as well. He wanted to know for sure that everything was still going smoothly. And it was. They were healthy. They were both very close to giving birth.

From there, Chloe had wanted to go for a walk on the surface.

Hunter had been vaguely reluctant, but all the data showed that they were still secure. And there hadn’t been a single live Trinket sighting since he’d killed Pierce.

So now, here they were, walking slowly along the path that led east from the Warren.

“How far off do you think warmer weather is?” Hunter asked.

“Two weeks at the earliest, six at the most, I think. Hard to say this year.”

“I’m looking forward to it being warm again. We’ll finally be able to let people out more regularly. Go for hikes, go fishing, hunting, build tree forts...I think I’ll do that. In that big tree about an eighth of a mile northwest of the Warren.”

“For you?” she asked, looking mildly amused.

“For our kits. And me. I always liked standing atop something that gives a great view. Control towers, battleship command decks, communication arrays…”

He trailed off and they walked in silence for several minutes. Hunter had to admit, this was nice. He was still checking his periphery, listening for threats, performing half a dozen other subtle environment checks, but he actually felt pretty relaxed, all things considered.

The land was still dead, but maybe not quite as dead. Perhaps that was just his imagination, but it felt like it was waking back up.

It was admittedly harder to tell with the amount of snow left.

“Chloe...how are you doing? In general? With how this all ended up?” he asked, finally breaking the still silence. It felt vaguely like tossing a pebble into a small, flat pond.

She didn’t respond for a minute, then two. He wondered if it was a bad time for the question, but she didn’t seem upset.

“It feels callous to say that I feel good about it,” she replied at last.

“But you do?”

“...yes. Before this happened, I wasn’t very happy. I was doing my job, overworked because, well, the apocalypse was coming. More money is being stolen by the rich, more people are getting hurt or ill, more people escaping to safer places, especially doctors, because they have the money to do so. I was frustrated that I was in my thirties and still unmated with no kits.” She paused, let out a bitter laugh. “Frustrated doesn’t begin to describe it. It consumed my life. Finding a mate, having kits...it’s everything in rabbit society. To not have done so by the age of thirty is quietly considered an intense personal failing.”

“I’m sorry, Chloe. That’s really fucked up.”

“Was it the same, in your culture?”

“From what I remember, not quite. My culture...was complicated. I mean, so is yours. But I’ve noticed things here are more cut and dry. Well, sometimes. But yes, I’d say that was generally the case, at least in some parts of my world. Really, it depended on the culture. It was getting worse, though, from what I remember. I think...there was some kind of fertility crisis.” He paused and really thought about it for a moment.

Slowly, some facts came to him.

“I think...the wealth gap dividing perhaps a few thousand people, maybe even less than a thousand by then, from literally billions of other people on the planet had grown to truly worrying levels. And their continued destruction of the planet and utter disregard and even disdain for science that could have easily fixed the fucking issues had killed off hundreds of millions in just a few years. And more was coming. People weren’t having children anymore. They said it was a fertility crisis, but the truth was, too many people simply did not have the resources to raise one child, let alone more than one. And by then, the average person took one look at the world around them and asked what was the point of bringing a child into this nightmare.”

“Why didn’t they just...try to fix things? Certainly they had the wealth and resources and power.”

“Because they didn’t want it fixed. They wanted to be kings. They wanted slaves. People are so much easier to control when they’re afraid. Or, put another way: it was in their own personal best interest to keep the world a shitty place. Plus, despite their status and wealth, some of them were actually fucking morons who genuinely didn’t understand that they were destroying the planet.”

Chloe was quiet for a long moment, frowning deeply. “...Hunter, why is your planet so awful?” She paused again, then laughed cynically. “I say as we walk along my own awful planet.”

“I think because...the wolves won on my planet. A long time ago. And secured their power, but in a quiet sort of way. If someone steps out of an alleyway with a gun and demands your money, that’s a common criminal who society will mostly agree is evil. If someone is wearing a business suit and offers you a loan that fucks you over and will have you paying absurd amounts of money years down the line, that’s considered very smart and society will generally agree that he’s an asshole, but what can they do about it? He’s in charge.”

“But the assholes in charge are insanely outnumbered, why wouldn’t everyone else try to stop them?”

“Because everyone else is tired, and hungry, and stupid. But it isn’t really their fault that they’re stupid. The wolves in my world slowly chipped away at the overall education system, bit by bit. A new law here, reduced funding there, a ‘change in curriculum’. If you raise the new generation by telling them what to think, instead of how to think, then it’s fucking insanely easy to convince them you’ve got all the answers. Especially if the world is in a shit state, and they know it is, but they have no idea how to fix it, and just want it fixed. The wolves always offer quick, easy answers to complex problems. And they’re always lying or wrong. Every. Single. Time. And it becomes so easy to brainwash people into believing a loud, dumbass politician who makes an ass of himself is ‘their guy’. Which is particularly embarrassing for them.”

“This is very depressing,” she murmured.

“It is. We’ve been living with the consequences of this for the past few months now. And this world will be forever changed now because of it, because a third of the population wanted to feel right so badly that they murdered another third of the population while the final third stood by and watched. And then most of them were enslaved or murdered too, because they didn’t fucking pick up a goddamned motherfucking rifle with the rest of us and shoot the evil fuckers when they came kicking the door in.” He hesitated, sighed. “This was supposed to be a peaceful walk.”

“Sorry,” she murmured.

“It isn’t your fault, I’m the one getting worked up. My point is...fuck, I dunno what my point is.”

They stopped on the trail and stood there together for a time. Hunter was just about prepared to turn back around when he saw something in the forest.

“Chloe, look,” he murmured. “There.”

She looked, then laughed softly.

A pair of brown-furred rabbits were leading a clutch of eight baby rabbits through the underbrush, hopping along serenely.

“Maybe my point should be that life goes on. You can burn a whole forest down, and another forest will eventually grow in its place. We survived the fire,” he murmured.

“And now it’s time to grow into something new,” Chloe replied. She took his hand and smiled up at him warmly. “Let’s go home and spend some time together.”

He nodded. They began heading back home.


CHAPTER 4

“There, did you feel that?” Diane murmured.

Hunter chuckled, shifting his head slightly as it rested against her big belly. “Yeah, I felt it.”

“They’ve been kicking up a storm ever since you woke up. They know daddy’s around.” She giggled, running her hand through his short hair. “Mmm…”

“What?”

“I’m glad you let your hair grow out. How long do you think you’ll let it go?”

He laughed softly and sat up, then laid down beside her, resting a hand on her stomach without thinking about it. She felt so good against him, soft and warm and nude. They’d had vigorous sex and then a quick shower. They had intended to go out into the Warren and look for dinner, but they were both tired and instead had lain back down in their enormous bed.

“I’m not sure. I don’t think too long,” he replied. “I’m already close to buzzing my beard again. I wanted to give it a shot, but it bothers me. I can feel it.”

“Well, that’s fine by me. You should keep it stubble, though. You look best that way.”

He laughed. “You don’t like clean-shaven?”

“Not on you. It doesn’t look right. You seem like you should have perpetual five o’clock shadow.”

“Good for me, then. That’s what I like the best, too.”

The conversation drifted off again. They’d been lying there together for almost an hour now, just talking for a few minutes at a time and then lapsing comfortably into silence. Everyone else was out at the moment. He had the idea that everyone had a sort of understanding at the moment: now that Hunter was no longer comatose, he was wanting to take time with each of his mates, one on one, and they were respecting that.

He was more grateful than he could ever articulate that he had found as many reasonable women as he had to share his life with.

For the most part. Brooke and Yelena were still working on it, but they were doing well.

Especially Brooke. She’d come so far.

“I wanted to thank you,” Diane said, bringing him back to the moment.

“For what?” he replied.

She laughed softly and he realized she was close to crying. He’d been staring down at his hand resting on the curve of her belly, but now he looked up to her face.

“Everything...I’ve been meaning to talk with you about how much this all means to me for a long time now, but I haven’t really found the words or the right time. My life...has been difficult. I’ve been lucky, if I’m being honest, it could have been so much worse, but there was a lot of suffering in there. A lot of loneliness. A lot of anxiety. A lot of abject misery. And I never thought-” Her words were briefly broken by a small sob.

She sighed and wiped at her eyes. “I’m all right,” she murmured, “just emotional. I never thought that I’d find love and joy and a family after the end of the world. I feel guilty for saying this, but I’m happier now than I’ve ever been before.”

Hunter chuckled softly, running his thumb gently beneath one of her eyes to wipe away a few more tears that had collected. “You aren’t the only one to express that.”

“That’s good, I suppose,” she murmured. “This whole experience has been pretty horrible, but also pretty amazing. I don’t know. I realized that I felt...dull, for the last decade or so. I mean, I was happy for a little while there when I first met my ex-husband, but now that I’ve been with you and have that comparison...what we had doesn’t even come close to what we have. Which is amazing, because you’ve been almost single-handedly fighting a war and you have nine other mates. And you gave me kits,” she whispered, looking down at her stomach again.

“I’m really happy I could give you what I have so far, and I’m happier still at everything I’ll be able to give you going into the future. You’re a really amazing woman.”

She laughed, and there was a tiny bitterness there. “I’m not sure how you can say that when you’ve got mates like Brooke and Riley and Chloe...shit, Yelena? She’s so amazing…”

“Diane,” he murmured, slowly reaching up and gripping her chin and carefully shifting her face so that she was looking at him, “you are amazing. Everyone is amazing in their own way, and I know that sounds like a meaningless platitude, but for me, it’s genuinely true. I get different things out of each relationship and love different things about all of you. And I get it, it’s easy to feel...well, how about you tell me how you feel?”

“So you don’t say something I hadn’t even considered and make me feel worse?” she asked. He nodded. She chuckled. “Yeah, that makes sense. I just feel hopelessly outclassed by most of the women I now share my life with.”

“Okay, that’s what I thought it was. And that’s why I get it, even if it doesn’t seem like I would. Yelena’s a seasoned assassin and spec ops warrior, Janessa is a soldier, Chloe is a doctor, Kiara is an executive, Brooke is...herself.” Diane laughed again. “You are a teacher, and honestly, seeing you work with others, it’s clear you’re likely the best communicator among us. You’re also very...motherly, and we’re going to need that. You’re a hardass, but you don’t struggle with the softer side of life. That...is very rare. Also…”

“What?” she asked.

“You are such a fucking cougar.”

“I’m...what?”

He laughed. “Sorry, different connotations. To my people, cougar can mean: hot older woman who fucks younger guys.”

“You are not that much younger than me...wait, are you?”

“Um...I’m still not sure. But regardless, there is absolutely a part of me that is a horny teenager ardently enjoying fucking the shit out of a hot older woman.”

She laughed. “Well...that’s nice, but I don’t know. I’m not sure I qualify as a hot older woman. I mean I look like an older woman-”

“Diane, you don’t get it. First of all: you are hot. Second of all: I like that you look like a mature woman.”

“So you’re really telling me you are attracted to the signs of aging in a woman?”

“That is what I’m really telling you.”

She stared at him for a moment, slowly beginning to blush, then scoffed a little and shook her head, unsure of what to do with this information.

“Good for me, I guess.”

“Good for both of us. And listen, I bet you look at Yelena and Chloe and imagine they never worry about anything. Or almost never.”

“...kinda,” she admitted.

“That isn’t true. At all. I mean, Yelena is having real concerns about being able to adjust to this new life. She feels out of place, and like she’s never actually going to fit in here with us. Chloe has her own anxieties. We all do. I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

“Same thing as Yelena, really. My life is war. I’m literally designed to fight and kill. What happens when I can’t do that anymore? Will I be able to enjoy my life at all? I mean, I want to, but what if my brain just...can’t?”

“That’s a fair fear,” she murmured. “I guess...we would help you as best we could. You’d find ways to cope, to adjust, to ease the burden.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m hoping. Well, what I’m hoping is that I won’t really have to grapple with it.”

“You seem to be doing well so far.”

“Yeah, but I overexerted myself into a coma for three weeks and it’s only been a few days since I woke up. I’m still...recovering. Processing.”

“That’s true.”

“But my point is: you are unique and awesome and really hot. And I don’t want you to feel like you have to be in competition with the others. I know it’s going to be difficult managing our relationships, especially with all the kits just around the corner, but everyone likes you. Everyone wants everyone else to feel loved and heard and safe. No one’s trying to minimize or cut out anyone else. And if there are disputes, we’ll settle them. If you feel like something like any of that is happening, speak up, and we will listen, and do what we can to fix it. Our relationship, collectively, is never finished. We will always be working on it, adjusting it, considering it.”

“That...is a very good point,” she said softly. She was quiet for a few seconds. “I feel better. You’re good at that. I used to get so damned moody. Sometimes I’d be stuck for a few days like that. But you...can fix that, apparently.”

“Extremely good to know. I promise to only use this power for good.”

She snorted. “What do you mean?”

“I won’t just cheer you up so that you’ll fuck me or something.”

She grinned at him suddenly, then sat up and threw a leg over him, straddling his midsection. “Maybe you could do that every now and then. I wouldn’t mind.”

“Oh, wouldn’t you?” he replied, reaching out and settling his hands on her big hips.

“Nope. Might as well take advantage of the good mood, especially since I’m so pregnant.”

“Being pregnant seems to make you all so fucking horny...not that I’m complaining.”

“I thought not,” she replied, and speared herself with his erection.

The pleasure came right back, slick and hot and enrapturing. Hunter grabbed her broad hips and helped her start bouncing on his cock. He stared up at her, utterly lost in the sight of her pregnant, mature body. The way her huge tits were bouncing was hypnotic. The feel of her soft skin against his own was wondrous.

As they kept fucking, he finally couldn’t help himself, reaching up and cupping her huge breasts. She grinned and leaned forward once he began sliding his hands around back to her fat, mature ass. She lowered her breasts into his face and he immediately began sucking on one of her perfect pink nipples.

“Mmm...before too long, you’ll actually be able to get something out of these,” she murmured. He must’ve made an odd face because she lost some of her smile. “Unless...that isn’t a thing that’s done where you come from.”

“From what I remember, it is done, just...not often, I think. Or spoken of much. I think it was considered kind of a taboo.”

“Well, not here. So if you want to…”

“I want to.”

Her smile broadened a little. “Then you shall.”

He kept sucking on her breast after that, and didn’t last much longer. When he had finished pumping her pregnant pussy full of his seed once more, she rolled off of him, onto her back, panting again.

“Now I need another shower,” she murmured.

He laughed. “I could just get you something to clean it up with.”

“I appreciate it, but I’ll feel weird if I don’t get at least a quick one...would you do me a favor?”

“Yes.”

“I suddenly want something chocolate really bad.”

Hunter kissed her on the mouth, got up, and started dressing. “I’ll find you something.”

“I love you, Hunter,” she murmured dreamily.

“I love you too, Diane.”


CHAPTER 5

Hunter was hunting for Lilia.

He moved down the hallway, towards the gym. He’d been working on their apartment together with Riley and Kiara. They had, as of yesterday, truly finalized the plans. He was feeling a little awkward about the fact that it now took up four apartment slots, but every time he began to voice that concern, every last one of his mates pointed out, repeatedly, that there would be thirty seven of them living together.

It was probably the fact that his brain was having trouble genuinely believing that number. It didn’t seem possible.

Yet he knew it to be true.

It made him a little dizzy sometimes.

Now that they had the blueprints finalized, they had immediately jumped on actually building it. They all wanted a bigger space at this point. Naturally, he had wanted to be hands-on with the actual building, as it was going to take a lot of bringing walls down and putting walls up. Figuring out wiring and piping, stuff like that.

The apartments had been designed to be incredibly modular and relatively easy to break down, but it still required a fair amount of actual muscle work to do.

After about two hours, he’d really started feeling it, and Riley and several of the others had made him stop. They’d pointed him towards Lilia, though all of them swore that if anyone caught him lifting weights for the rest of the day they would punish him.

He’d been genuinely curious what it was that they would do, and finally Rain had said: “We will cry at you, Hunter. All of us.”

Well, that had soundly defeated him.

So now, here he was, going to see what Lilia was up to. For some reason he could not determine, it was her turn to get some one-on-one time with him.

Hunter stepped into the gym and looked around. He was heartened to see that there were a few dozen people in here, working out. That was good. Given they lived in an underground shelter and it was winter and they had survived a goddamned apocalypse, they were going to need some ways to combat depression.

He spied Lilia putting weights on a bench press. As he walked over, he frowned. That seemed like a lot of weight for her.

“Hey,” he said, coming to stand beside her.

“Oh, hey! Perfect timing,” she replied with a grin. “Was just going to look for someone to spot me.”

“How much is that?” he asked.

“One fifty.”

“...seriously?”

She laughed. “Yep. I know what you’re thinking: that’s way too much. Especially for someone with my build. But my wolf/rabbit heritage gives me a kind of unfair advantage there. I just...don’t really like to use it often. I used to, but people always got weirded out by it, so then I went through a phase where I tried to hide it. Eventually, I settled on: I’m not going to show it off, but I’m not necessarily hiding it, either.” She frowned suddenly. “What do you think about it?”

“I think it’s fucking hot,” he replied immediately.

She regained her smile. “I’m really glad to hear that.”

Lilia laid her long, lean frame out on the bench and gripped the bar. She grinned up at him as he held his hands palms-up beneath the bar, to catch it if she couldn’t lift it back up. She picked it up and did a rep. Two reps. Three.

After ten, she put it back up. She was clearly struggling by the end, but she did it.

“Damn,” he muttered.

“Yep,” she replied, sitting up and popping her neck. “What brings you around? Looking to work out? Because...I’m not going to let you.”

He laughed and held up his hands. “No, definitely not. Damn near everyone else just told me if they caught me working out they’d cry at me.”

“And that worked?”

“I mean, yeah. Of course it did. The idea that I made one of you cry is just...intolerable.”

Her smile grew a bit and she stood up, then kissed him. “I’m so glad I found you. Now, wait here. Gonna wipe this down and put the weights back, then I’m done, and you can go shower with me. Get something to eat, too?”

“Yes,” he replied.

He watched her go...goddamn did she have a nice ass. It was just a little too big for her frame, which activated his lust in a very intense way. She finished the job and then they walked out of the gym, into the hallway.

“So...how you doing?” he asked.

“Amazingly,” she replied with a broad grin that really underlined the truth of her statement. “Just really great lately. I’ve been happy in ways I thought I’d forgotten how to be. That is such a huge deal for me. I’ve spent a lot of my life unhappy and gray, but now I’m back! And it’s all thanks to you.”

She stopped, grasping his hand, and pulled him into an unoccupied apartment. She bumped the lights onto their dimmest setting with her elbow, then grasped his shirtfront.

“I mean, it wasn’t all me,” he replied, grinning down at her.

“It was mostly you, Hunter. I like everyone here and I love my fellow wife-sisters, but I am how I am right now because of you, specifically.” She paused, then when he began to reply, she put a finger on his mouth. “Can I just tell you one thing that I really, truly, insanely love about you?” He nodded. She laughed merrily.

“I...can just fucking be me. Who I am. Who I want to be. And...that never interferes with the relationship! That’s never been a problem! I realize it now that I know it for what it is, and I’m looking back over all my relationships. I didn’t really date around that much, but of every guy I dated, even casually, they always tried to suppress something about me. What I wore, where I went, how I spoke. They tried to get me to stop working out, got embarrassed by me in public for the dumbest reasons. Tried to make me shorter, I’m actually not joking. Just-” She let out an exasperated shout.

“It was frustrating. But you’re never threatened by me, or embarrassed by me. And I can just-be me! And I don’t have to give up anything in the relationship!? You don’t hold it against me, genuinely. Any of it. You fucking like that I’m muscular and tall. You fucking like that I’m in your face and I fuck with you. You like that I’m loud and sometimes a little obnoxious. Or, at least, you tolerate it.”

He hesitated, then raised his hand and tilted it side to side.

She snorted. “Right. And I fucking love you for that, Hunter! Keep it going like this, just like you are now, and that will always be enough for me! Now, fuck me in this random, unoccupied apartment.”

He laughed, picked her up, and began carrying her to the bedroom.

…

“Shit,” Lilia muttered.

“What?” Hunter replied, looking over at her. “What could possibly be wrong after that?”

She laughed. “Nothing, exactly. Just...I want a cigarette. But I can’t. I’m pregnant.”

“I didn’t know you smoked.”

She shifted around on the bed beside him. Her hair was a mess and stuck to her sweaty skin. He wasn’t sure how long they had gone on for, but it hadn’t been a quickie.

“I used to. I got into it kinda heavily in my twenties. But finally I stopped when my life settled down. For the last decade or so, it’s just a handful of times a year now. Only on the best and worst days.”

“That’s a kinda curious way to divide it up.”

“Well, it’s like two sides of the same coin, you know? On the worst days, it helps bring me back from the brink of insanity. On the best days, it helps elevate my happiness to something even higher. Like a cherry on top. I was sneaking them a lot when we were living at that house you found me at.”

“Why sneaking?”

She sighed. “My ex didn’t like it. It kind of became a point of contention. But I was just...so fucking stressed…”

“I mean, yeah, it was the fucking apocalypse.”

“...will it bother you, if I start up again once it’s, you know, safe? Not a lot, just sometimes.”

“It won’t bother me.”

“That is very good to hear.”

They lapsed into silence again. She rolled over onto her stomach and kicked her feet in the air slowly, lazily, her head laid on its side, pressed into the pillow, half her face hidden while the other half stared at him with a sedate smile.

“What do you think you’re going to do now?” he asked.

Part of this whole thing was figuring out what the ladies in his life were going to want to do now that they’d finally, finally crossed the threshold.

No more wolves. No more tigers. No more Trinkets.

...hopefully.

For now, they had the drone, but that wasn’t going to last forever. He had a couple of ideas on how to deal with that, but he knew he’d have to wait a little bit to implement them. Or, more realistically, he’d have to delegate.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I was thinking mostly that I’ll just...do what needs doing. Help out in the kitchen. Babysit. Fix stuff that I know how to fix. Learn a few new things. Finally figure out how to play the guitar...what was that?”

“What?”

She chuckled. “This look came onto your face when I said that.”

“I just...have a thing for musically inclined women.”

“You have a thing for every type of woman.”

“Not every, but...yeah.”

“Lucky for you then.”

“Very.”

“But you asked that question like you were maybe going to suggest something.”

“I had a thought, but if you’ve already decided…”

“I want to hear it.”

“Okay, well, I was hoping to get you to sign up for the Rangers.”

Her eyebrow raised. “Really? You think I’d make a good soldier?”

“Yeah, I do actually. I mean, you did better than fine while we were out there kicking ass.”

“Yeah, but that was just grabbing a gun and going. I don’t know if I’ve got the discipline to be an actual soldier.”

“I think you’re wrong, but ultimately it’s up to you. I’m not conscripting anyone unless the situation calls for it, and it’s looking like it won’t.”

“Hmm.” She was silent for a long moment. “I’ll think about it. It would probably be a good idea to utilize all this hard labor and actual combat and toughening up I’ve been through, turn it into something that could probably help me for the rest of my life.”

“Probably,” he agreed.

She laughed. “I’ll think about it. But at the very least, I know I want a few weeks to just...drift.”

“Same, honestly.”

She lost her smile. “You really fucking scared me there.”

“I know. I’m...sorry.”

“I think you aren’t.” He raised his eyebrows. She looked regretful and sat up. “That came out wrong. I’m sorry. I meant...I know you’re sorry that you scared me. Scared us. Obviously. But I also believe that you...would have made the same decision no matter what. Because to you it was the right decision to make.”

“You aren’t wrong. And, I just have to say: it wasn’t just to me. It was the right decision to make. Objectively.”

“...you’re right. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m just…” She hugged herself. “Had a really fucking hard time while you were out.”

“Come here,” he murmured.

She hesitated for a second, then she laid down against him. He put his arms around her.

“I’m sorry I scared you,” he said, rubbing the back of her head. “If there had been any other way...shit, I really don’t know what to say here.”

“It isn’t your fault, Hunter. Don’t worry, I’m not going to cry.”

“I never worry about that. And maybe you should.”

“Why?”

“You’ll feel better.” She looked up at him uncertainly. “Try, at least.”

She frowned, then abruptly her face screwed up as a hurricane of emotion blew in. Her emotional dam had been burst the moment she even attempted. She pushed her face back into his chest and wrapped her arms around him and started sobbing.

“It’s okay,” he said, holding her, running his hand slowly up and down the back of her head.

It was interesting. He was still surprised that he was so...equipped to handle this. As a career supersoldier, he figured he would be terrible with emotions. Maybe he had been. Maybe something had changed during the transition to this place. Or maybe since then.

However it had come to be, he was deeply grateful for it. While he would always be ready to pick back up the rifle and put back on the armor, it was becoming clear that that part of his life was, if not over, at least put into cold storage.

Only to be brought out for emergencies.

He found himself thinking of what Brooke said, how different he was. Perhaps something had happened to him during his fight with Pierce. He frowned. He hadn’t really thought too much of that bastard since he’d woken up. Maybe he’d been avoiding it. Maybe he should. Maybe he wasn’t quite ready yet.

Regardless, the here and now needed him more.

Lilia had stopped crying. She sniffed and let go of him, rolling onto her back.

“Thanks,” she murmured tiredly.

“You’re welcome. Do you feel better?”

“I do. And tired.” She yawned. “Shit, I’m really tired actually.”

“Wanna take a nap?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Then let’s do that. I could use one myself.”


CHAPTER 6

Hunter grunted with effort as he hauled the section of wall into place.

Riley was helping, though she was more guiding than lifting, as he was bearing most of the weight. It was damn heavy, but he could manage it. He was sure he could. His muscles were protesting a lot, though.

“Okay, drop it,” Riley said.

He dropped it and it locked into place with a very satisfying, metallic click. One thing he truly had to hand to the rabbits: they understood how to make stuff modular. He’d been initially a bit worried about the practical reality of assembling their dream home, but now that he’d actually been working on it, it was clear this was going to be a breeze, all things considered.

“All right,” Hunter said, looking at the other section of wall, “last one.”

“I think maybe we need one more person,” Riley replied.

“We can manage it.”

“Hunter…”

He sighed. “All right, all right. Let me sit down for a few minutes, then reassess.”

Now she sighed, but she nodded. They both took a seat on the floor, resting their backs against the newly-established section of wall. Well, bottom section. The walls were typically installed in two parts: top and bottom. He imagined it was to make the actual installation easier. Or maybe it was somehow stronger? Or shit, it could just be an aesthetic choice.

“What’s this room going to be again?” Riley asked.

“Laundry room.”

“Right. Wow. Shit. There’s going to be a lot of laundry going.” She laughed and shook her head. “We’re going to be practically our own apartment building.”

“Yeah, we’ve already requisitioned four washer/dryer combos. Probably gonna need more, but that already feels like a lot,” he replied.

“I think everything is going to feel like a lot.” She frowned and looked around. “You think we’re actually going to be done in time before Rain goes into labor?”

“I’m...not sure,” he admitted.

They’d sort of gone into overdrive. It hadn’t even been a week yet since he’d gotten up out of that fucking hospital bed, and they were probably about three quarters of the way done. Others had been chipping in, as well. And they were working in different groups. While he and Riley were here, putting the final wall into place, others had already carpeted and painted over half the apartment. Plumbing and power were operational in most places.

If you walked into the living room, you could easily be fooled into thinking it was a finished apartment. Over the past two days, Kiara had been overseeing the appropriation, transport, and proper placement of furniture.

It was already shaping up to be a pretty nice, expansive apartment.

“Hey...Hunter,” Riley said after several moments, and he could immediately tell she was going to say something that was in some way heavy.

“Yeah?”

“I...wanted to thank you. For...giving me a chance. I feel like I’ve never really directly thanked you for that. You could have just left me there, or cut me loose. But you gave me a chance. And we were functionally enemies when we first met, even if we weren’t really. You didn’t have any immediate way of knowing that.”

“You’re welcome, Riley. I feel extremely lucky that we met, and that you came to live with us.”

“That’s always nice to hear,” she muttered in a way that said she wasn’t finished venting whatever it was that was still bothering her. “I also wanted to thank you for...changing me.”

“Changing you?”

She sighed. “No, that isn’t right. For...for giving me room to change, I guess. Guiding me along gently without ever really telling me what to do, you know? I spent so much time being angry and paranoid. I couldn’t trust so many people around me. Or that’s what it felt like. I was never part of my society, and I was never part of their society, either. And while, yeah, there were other people living in Nym, it was either wolves or rabbits. But here I finally do fucking fit in.”

“You sound angry.”

She growled, then groaned. “I am, but I’m not even sure why anymore. I have everything I’ve ever wanted, basically. A perfect mate-”

He snorted. “I am not perfect.”

“Fine, but close enough for me. Better, by miles, than anyone else who ever tried to step up. I have a place to live, a place that is safe and accepting. The people here actually like me. I have fucking friends. Before, so often, it just felt like I had...allies. Like it was pure survival, and we’d work together so long as we had a common goal or it was mutually beneficial. It never really felt like much anyone really liked me, you know? I guess that’s what I’m pissed about, maybe. The past. Why did it have to fucking be that way for so long?”

She fell silent, hugging her knees to her chest. Hunter felt a little out of his depth again. He hadn’t really sensed any of this in the past couple of hours they’d spent together. It was more than a little surprising, but he had to remind himself that the mind tended to gather hurts that were like each other. And those gathered hurts eventually could coalesce into something worse: trauma.

You could be having a perfect day, in the best mood since your eyes opened in the morning, and then see one damned wrong thing. One thing that reminded you of that trauma you have, something you’ve endured dozens, hundreds of times over the course of your life, and it was like breaking a dam. It’d all come out and piss all over your day.

Hunter knew he had to try something. Crying, he could handle fine. But this stuff? He wasn’t so sure...but he also wasn’t a coward. And, more significantly, he knew he had to try because someone he loved was in pain and he wasn’t going to just ignore them.

“It was your whole life, Riley.” She looked over at him, almost startled. “It’s going to bother you, even if things are great. Even if things remain great. That’s just...how this shit works, for whatever reason. It’s like...an old wound that never healed properly. It’s gonna hurt sometimes, no matter how well you treat it.”

“That’s incredibly depressing,” she muttered.

“I know, but...a lot of things are. And the best you can do is learn to live with it. And by that, I don’t mean ignore it. I mean learn to manage it, learn to work with it, learn how to counter it.”

“How do I do that?”

“Well, for one, you should read over the briefing the therapists and psychologists put together.” He paused. “We should all read that.” He paused again. “Actually, I kind of want to make that mandatory reading. But...that’s probably not a good idea.”

“Could be.”

“No, I mean, getting everyone to read it is important, but I don’t want to make people do anything unless I have to. I’m hoping it’d be enough to just strongly encourage everyone.”

“Should be. Everyone here treats you like the man in charge...Captain,” she said, smirking at him.

He sighed. “You said you wouldn’t call me that.”

“Yeah, unless I was in a mood. And I’m in a mood...does it really bother you?”

“It’s...just a little weird.”

“How are you not used to it? I mean, I get that you lost a lot of your memories, but you still seem to have a lot of the habits, a lot of the...the shape of the knowledge you gathered.”

“That’s a really good way to put it,” he muttered, then he shook his head. “It isn’t the same, Riley. It isn’t the same at all.”

“What isn’t the same?”

“Being recognized as an authority over military personnel is a completely, totally different thing than being recognized as an authority over civilians. It’s something that I think most civilians are at least vaguely aware of, but it’s incredibly obvious to even a grunt who’s been through basic. Because of the responsibility of the self.”

“I’m gonna need a little more than that.”

“When Janessa or Yelena go out there with me, they do so understanding that, yes, to a certain extent, they are putting their lives in my hands by choosing to follow my orders. They’re trusting that I’m not going to give them orders that are going to get them killed. Or, at the very least, if I’m risking their lives, it’s for a fucking good reason. But also, because they’ve been through training and have intentionally agreed to accept the mantle of responsibility that it is to be a soldier, a warrior, they understand that they are also responsible for their own safety. Civilians do not understand this, not really.”

“How?” Riley crossed her arms. Great.

“It’s...very difficult to explain, even more so because of the scrambled eggs I call a brain.” He paused, thought for a long moment. “Fuck, how do I put it...I’m not insulting you, Riley. Or civilians. This isn’t an insult.”

“I...believe that, but it’s hard not to take it like one. I’ve been through so fucking much even before you saved my ass-”

“I know, it isn’t that,” he said quickly. “It’s...a mindset. And I’m not saying civilians can’t have it. In fact, a lot of them here have been forced to adopt a mindset much closer to a soldier. And really, some have. There’s a lot of them that the only thing that separates them from being a soldier is the training. You’re like that, Riley. I respect you as a fighter, okay?”

That was the heart of the matter, he saw. She relaxed when he said that. He wondered if even she had entirely understood why she was suddenly so hostile.

“Okay, I believe you. And...I think I get what you’re saying. Me and Brooke and Kiara and Chloe, those of us civilians-” She paused, sighed, pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m sorry. That came off as hostile and I didn’t mean for it to. I just...also have fucking ‘trauma’ surrounding this, too. It was such a fucking stereotype among the wolves: the guys who sign up to be security or in the military, they came back so fucking full of themselves. They’d just expect me to be into them the moment they hit on me. Fuck, I’m sorry. I’m saying, that I think I get what you’re saying.”

“I think so, too. And I do feel like I remember that type of soldier you just described was disappointingly common on my side of the dimensional line, too. But you would generally agree, that when a soldier agrees to protect, let alone lead, a group of civilians, they’re now responsible for their civilians, right?” She nodded. “And you’d agree that, on average, civilians basically put their lives in the hands of the soldiers who protect them, right?”

She pursed her lips, then nodded. “Yeah, you’re right about that. I helped enough refugees out there that, yeah, they thought I was a soldier. Whether or not they thought I was actually there to help? Different story. But all right, I can’t deny that you’re right. But we aren’t in a war anymore. You aren’t going to have to get them through dangerous territory or ask them to fight even though most of them can’t or won’t.”

“I know, and I’m adjusting, but it’s still nerve-wracking. Because it isn’t really me in charge, there’s a council, except...it is me in charge. Because at the end of the day, if I said to do something, they’d all do it, even if the council said otherwise. Because they trust me more. How could they not? I personally led most of them to safety, to what was basically a modern myth, and then defended them from not one, not two, but three hostile forces, one of which was torn straight out of a fucking sci-fi/horror movie. And that’s a lot of responsibility. How much am I influencing them without even realizing it? What am I missing? I’m a fucking wartime leader, not a peacetime leader.”

“...those are good points,” Riley murmured. “Sorry I was dismissive. I honestly didn’t even really consider a lot of that.”

“It’s fine, and I get it. You didn’t mean anything by it. It just sucks, I don’t really have anyone to talk with about this.”

“What about Kiara? Brooke? Yelena?”

“They’ve mostly got their own problems.”

“Do they? Or is this a you problem?”

Hunter looked over at her, one eyebrow raised. Normally she showed more deference. But no, she stared back with an ‘I know what I said’ look on her face. He laughed softly and nodded.

“Okay, you might have a point. I...will try to bring this up to them, get their perspective. It’s...kind of embarrassing to talk about.”

“Of course it is,” she replied, almost rolling her eyes. “You were a fucking machine out there, man. You led us out of so much insane shit and kept us basically alive and intact. Anyone else would’ve died a dozen times over. To go from that to this? To not knowing what to do, and for something as seemingly mundane as influencing a bunch of civilians. Except it’s not mundane, is it? It’s important, crucial even, but because no one’s shouting and firing a gun, it must not be as serious. But this is people’s lives, Hunter. Maybe it’s not their lives measured in heartbeats as you keep them from getting shot, and maybe that matters more in the moment. But then so does this. This matters more in this moment. No one’s shooting anymore. Now we’re doing the thing we did all the shooting for: we’re fucking living.”

“You’re completely right,” he murmured. “I can’t deny any of that.”

“You’ll figure it out, Hunter. It’ll take time. Time for you to adjust to it, but also time for all of us to adjust to you. You’re...different now. So much more approachable. Most people were too scared to say anything directly to you. I mean, you fucking tower over most of us at fucking six four. And your huge image is only heightened by how beefy you are. We understand you as a leader, as a protector, but most people are still struggling with you as a...person.”

“That’s fair,” he muttered. Suddenly, he sat up. “Holy shit, I just had an amazing idea.”

“What? I want in, whatever it is.”

“I’m going to do a live reading and breakdown of the mental health advice. I’m gonna read it, and then I’m going to say in my own words what it means. Maybe help bridge the gap. I feel like I’m pretty decent at breaking down more complex concepts and spitting them back out in a way the average person could get.”

“Honestly, you are. And I think this is an amazing idea. And I’m completely sure everyone else will back you up on this,” Riley replied, sounding excited.

He nodded, then got to his feet. She joined him. They both stared at the last remaining section of wall.

“So...what are we doing?” she asked.

Hunter considered it for just a few seconds more. “Let’s go find someone to help.”

“Good call.”


CHAPTER 7

“Son of a fucking cock-wrangler,” Hunter muttered as he lowered his pistol.

Janessa laughed as she removed her ear protection. “I’m not sure I heard that right,” she said. Then she frowned as she looked at him. “Oh, you’re...actually upset. Sorry. What’s wrong?”

“It’s fine,” he replied, staring at the remaining magazines on the table in front of him. Should he keep going? No, he decided at once, gathering them up and returning them and the pistol to the gun locker he’d drawn them from. “I’m just...not in a good mood.”

He walked over to the paper he’d been shooting at, stared at it for a second, then sighed, grabbed it, balled it up and threw it away.

Honestly, it pissed him off. He’d ended yesterday on such a high note with Riley, finishing the apartment. Or, at least, getting the last wall into place. And he’d double-checked their overall progress. Riley had a complicated program she’d written that was tracking everything and giving them an overall percentage. It was at seventy four percent now. Nearly three quarters there.

But he’d woke up feeling out of sorts and uncertain, and his muscles were sore enough to hurt. His talk with Chloe about where he was at with healing, his body, his mind, was still fresh in his memory. But it didn’t seem to hold much wind just now.

He’d missed too many of those shots. They should have been perfect.

“Tell me about it,” Janessa said as she put her own piece and ammo away.

“I don’t know, it’s nothing new,” he replied.

“I want to hear it anyway. You’ll feel better talking about it.”

“Mmm.” Hunter looked around a touch nervously. Finally, he sighed. “All right, fine. But it needs to be somewhere no one’s gonna overhear.”

“I mean, we’re pretty alone here-” Janessa was interrupted by the door to the shooting range opening up and a few people walking in.

He spied Penny and Luke and Felix. Three he had pegged for the Rangers. They were in the middle of talking but all immediately stopped as they came in.

“Captain,” Penny said, sounding startled. “We came here to practice for the exam.”

“At ease,” Hunter replied.

“What does that mean?” Luke asked uncertainly.

“It means you guys can relax. You’re standing pretty rigidly. And that’s a good idea. Just...always remember to be safe. Don’t relax inside this room, don’t relax when you’re holding a gun. Make sure you use your ear protection, make sure to remember to keep your finger off the trigger unless you’re going to pull it, and this last one is very important: fucking never point a gun at someone else unless you mean to shoot them. Not even if the safety is on, not even if you’re sure it’s unloaded, not even as a joke, and not even on accident. And if you’re wondering how you can prevent an accident: you have to train yourself to always be actively aware of where you are pointing your gun.”

Hunter had more to say, but he realized he was coming off kind of strong. He made himself relax. He was in a bad mood, and that wasn’t their fault.

“But I’m glad you’ve come in here to do this. And I probably didn’t say it enough, so I’ll say it now: I’m proud of you three. For how far you’ve come, for how hard you’ve worked. And I’m also proud that you’re going to be Rangers.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Penny replied softly.

“If we get in,” Luke said.

“I’m pretty confident you three will get in. I’m not going to cut you any slack, but I’ve seen all three of you in action. You’re good. If you apply yourself, keep training, keep exercising, keep focused, you’ll do it. Now, remember what I said.”

“Yes, Captain,” they all replied at once.

Hunter suppressed the urge to sigh. He nodded to them and walked out with Janessa.

“That was intense, but also sweet,” she said.

Hunter just grunted in response. He was working on trying to figure out where the hell they could go without being heard. Finally, he settled on the armory. It didn’t see much traffic nowadays. He began heading there. Janessa, thankfully, followed in silence.

It only took five minutes to get there, but it felt like a very long five minutes.

There was no one in the armory, and he gladly locked the door behind him. He was starting to feel it. Whatever it was.

“Okay, so...what’s going on, Hunter? You saved my ass more than once and delivered me to this amazing, perfect life I’ve been longing for my entire life. So I want to help you if I can,” Janessa demanded.

“And I really appreciate that. It’s…” He trailed off, then heaved a sigh. “I feel like I’m fucking losing it. I’m losing my fucking...abilities. Is this because I used my enhancement too much? Did I break something? Am I permanently broken? I mean, we’ve got two dozen scans with the best tech we have available to us that say I’m fine. So why am I not fine? Why-” He stopped himself, growled, shook his head. “This is so fucking undignified.”

“Hunter,” Janessa said, stepping closer to him, “I don’t care about dignified. And I know that you do, but I’m saying...you don’t have to, with me. With us. Mates see each other at their worst, and you aren’t perfect, Hunter. You’re going to fuck up sometimes. You’re going to be undignified, embarrassed, humiliated, weak in front of us. Because that’s how we all get sometimes. But I think I know what’s wrong with you.”

He blinked. This was a lot to get thrown at him all at once. “What is?”

“You’ve got the yips.”

He blinked again. “I think...something might’ve got lost in translation there.”

She chuckled. “Something happened to you that hasn’t happened a single time since you’ve arrived here. I mean, a few somethings did. Your enhancement overdrive is the biggest one, but you finally met someone stronger than you. You actually had your life threatened in a way that I’m guessing you truly haven’t since waking up here.”

Hunter began to respond, to argue, but nothing came out. He really thought about what she’d said. It had the ring of truth. It really did. That battle with Pierce had been fundamentally different than any other fight he’d found himself in.

More than that, it felt different.

Janessa decided to press her advantage. “Consider, for one moment, if Yelena was going through what you’re going through right now. What would you tell her? How would you advise her?”

He thought about that, too. “Well...I’d tell her to give it time. Let herself rest. I’d tell her…”

He hesitated as something came back to him in that strange way memories did when they sometimes surfaced. He remembered seeing someone, a grizzled vet with a shaved head, a scarred face, and a dusting of gray facial hair, put his hand on the shoulder of a soldier who was probably well under half his own age.

You’re too in your own head, kid. Stop thinking about it so much. Go think about something else, then try again. You gotta calm down or your nerves are going to keep fucking you up. It’s a self-perpetuating cycle. You gotta pass it out of your system like a kidney stone. Happens to the best of us. Happened to me. Still might. But you can’t brute force this. You can’t pick up water by squeezing your hand around it.

And another memory surfaced, of himself doing almost the exact same thing to some other soldier who’d lost his nerve.

Something seemed to settle in his head, something that had been spinning like a top from the moment he’d known that Pierce was stronger than him.

“Fuck,” he whispered, and sat down in the nearest chair.

“You all right?” Janessa asked, looking vaguely anxious. He realized she was actually very nervous and was doing her best to mask it. Doing well, actually.

“I’m all right,” he replied. “I think...that did it. And that you’re right. I’m too much in my own head about all this. Thinking about it too much.”

“Exactly!” Her smile was like rays of sunshine breaking through on a dismal day. “And Hunter, listen: even if you lost your enhanced abilities...you’re still the strongest, most capable person around by a long shot. It would take some adjusting, and I understand that it would be kind of like losing a limb, but you’d still have all this. You’d still have all of us, and our friends, and our kits.”

He nodded slowly, realizing the basic validity of that statement. Was that it? Was that the fuel that had been inciting his fear? Fuck, he’d been more stuck in warrior mode than he even realized. Hunter had gotten through some truly desperate times, and only with the use of his enhancements. He still felt like he’d have won almost everything without them...probably, but he’d have lost a hell of a lot more friends and civilians without it.

But the war was over now, as far as he could tell. Maybe it’d start up again, but with the removal of the Trinkets, the addition of Yelena and Janessa, and the fact that he was soon going to start training up his Rangers, he felt like they probably could actually face whatever this world threw at them. If it had more to throw.

Of course it did. It always had more to throw.

But they could handle it, whatever it was.

Hunter stood up, walked over, and wrapped her in a hug. “I love you, Janessa.”

“I love you too, Hunter,” she murmured, rubbing her face slowly against his chest. “And I want to help you, and...thank you for letting me.”

“You’re welcome. I know I’m...stubborn. And thank you for putting in the effort.”

She snorted. “It wasn’t like it was that much effort.” Something seemed to change between them, the mood remaining emotionally charged but shifting into something a bit more...intimate. She pulled back and looked up at him. “Can we, uh…?”

“Yes,” he replied, and began leading her out of the armory.

…

“Janessa?” Hunter said, breaking the long, pleasant silence that had fallen over them as they laid together in their immense bed.

They were alone. Well, mostly. Nicole and Rain were chatting in the living room and Kiara was showering. She’d been in bed when they had come in and had been very happy to join. Once they were finished, she seemed to have sensed that the two of them wanted a little alone time together.

“Yeah?” she murmured, then yawned.

“What does the future look like to you? For you, I mean.”

“I’ve been thinking about that a lot myself. I’m going to join the Rangers, obviously. But beyond that? Honestly, I think I’m going to be happy filling my days with being a mother. To our kits and to all the others. Ever since you got me pregnant and I knew I was pregnant, it just felt...right. I knew I wanted kits, but I didn’t realize it would feel this...good? This correct. Like, this is what I’m supposed to be doing. Which, I think, a lot of people from my old life might find amusing.”

“Why?”

“I was pretty into being a soldier, even if it all wasn’t fun. I was just good at it. I still am. But it’s also obvious that we’re going to need at least two or three of us who are the ‘full time’ parents, who are basically always around. At least for the first few years. And I’m finding that I’m happy with the idea.” She paused, then snorted. “Maybe I’ll feel different when I’m running on no sleep, changing the seventieth diaper for the day.”

“It won’t be that bad,” he replied, pulling her a little closer against him. “I’ll be here to help. We’ll all be here to help. You won’t get overwhelmed. Or, at least, you won’t stay overwhelmed. I’m kinda curious to see what parenthood is like. I’ve been reading whatever books I can find on it throughout this whole thing, but…”

“Yeah, I imagine it’s going to be something you can’t entirely prepare for. But that’s fine! We’re good at adaptation and improvisation.”

“That we are.”

A moment passed. “So...do you feel better?”

He chuckled. “Yes, I do. A lot better. Although…”

“Although…?”

He glanced at the door. “Maybe I could use some more...therapy.”

She snorted. “I’ll send Rain and Nicole in, then hit the shower and come back.”

“I really, deeply appreciate you.”

“I know.” She smirked, gave him a kiss, then got up and headed for the living room.


CHAPTER 8

“I’m really excited,” Nicole whispered.

“Me too, I have no idea what’s coming!” Rain whispered back.

They both straightened up in their chairs when Hunter glanced their way. God, sometimes it felt like he was a teacher. Which was...a little odd. But that was really just with Rain and Nicole. And sometimes Brooke.

His heart was thudding a bit harder than usual. This felt kind of significant. It was something he had been working on even before he’d gone comatose. And finally, he had it all, everything he needed.

Hunter stood in his living room and looked around at the circle of chairs. Each one occupied by one of his mates.

All ten of them were there.

“All right,” he began, and they all smiled a little wider and straightened up a little more. “Today is the culmination of a project I’ve been working on for nearly half our time together. It got, uh, extended a little with each addition to our group. Which has made me happy, to be clear. Thinking about this project allowed me to spend a great deal of time thinking about all of you. And given the fact that I love all of you, that’s a pleasant thing to do. Now, here’s what’s going to happen: I will be gifting each of you a ring. These rings represent our connection, and our promise to each other to always try to be there for the other. I’m also going to ask that you all collaborate on choosing one for me, something you all can agree on...which I’m just now realizing might be a difficult task. Well, we’ll figure something out, we always do. Here we go.”

Hunter brought his left hand carefully around from behind his back, opened his large fist, and selected one of the rings. Then he carefully closed his fist and brought his hand back to its point of origin.

He didn’t want anyone seeing their ring ahead of time.

He stepped up to Kiara and presented her with her ring. It was a simple golden band. It had been tough enough gathering up all the rings, but it had been a bit harder trying to match them to the woman he’d be gifting them to.

“Kiara,” he said, showing her the ring. She raised her hand and he slipped it onto her finger. “I love how resilient and diligent you are, and how take-charge you are without going on a power trip.”

She laughed softly, staring at the ring for a second, then rubbed at her eyes. “Thank you, Hunter.”

He nodded and stepped to the next woman in his life. “Chloe,” he said, extracting the next ring, a simple silver band with a tiny blue gem embedded in it. “I love your competence and aptitude, and your ability to remain detached when the situation calls for it without losing your kindness.”

She smiled broadly as she accepted the ring and thanked him.

Next came Rain. Good lord, she was so pregnant. So radiant. “Rain,” he said, presenting her ring. A copper band with a trio of pink gems. “I love your patience and kindness, and your ability to say what needs to be said, even if it sucks.”

She giggled. “Thank you, dear.”

“You’re very welcome.”

“Ooh,” she murmured as she studied the ring once he’d gotten it onto her finger.

He chuckled and shifted to Brooke, who looked very vulnerable. “Brooke, I love your determination, your drive, and your choice to change yourself, especially when it’s difficult but you know it’s the right thing to do.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, studying her own ring as he put it on her finger.

It was a simple, polished gray band. It was made of tungsten, something he knew she knew because it was one day last month that she’d gone on an oddly specific tangent about how much she liked it that he’d gotten the idea for her ring.

He moved on, stepping up to Diane.

“Diane,” he said, pulling out her ring. “I love your no-bullshit approach to life.” She snorted softly, so did a few of the others. “And your focus, and your practicality.”

Her ring, admittedly, was a bit of a gamble. He’d had some kind of rationalization for just about all the others, but hers, he wasn’t sure. And then he had seen the shiny blue band with the small but very sparkly diamond topping it and somehow, he had known this was the right one.

Apparently, he was right. She looked a little enraptured by it.

He left her smiling and shifted to Nicole.

“Nicole, I love how brave you are, how patient you are, and that I can see you putting in the effort, choosing to not let everything that has happened to you turn you into a colder, meaner person.”

He slipped her ring, a simple golden circlet with a blue and a red gemstone connected atop it, onto her finger.

“This is amazing...thank you, Hunter,” she murmured.

“You’re welcome.”

Next was Riley. Finding a ring for her had actually been quite difficult. He’d been on the verge of going with his best guess when, yesterday, one of the civilians approached him (had Tina been her name?) and given him a ring she’d found while out walking. (They were taking walks now. Armed walks, but walks nonetheless. It seemed to be helping.)

It was actually two rings. One black, one silver. The black one had two wildly blue square gemstones set with a gap between them, while the silver one had an intensely green gemstone. They were meant to snap together, the green one fitting between the two blues.

“Riley, I love your courage and your fortitude. I love your commitment to your own inner values.” He held up the ring and broke it apart, then snapped it back together. “It’s meant to represent the bridge between who you were among your former people, and who you are now, among your true people.”

She smiled and sniffed, then looked up at the ceiling and blinked rapidly as she worried her lower lip with her teeth.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Everyone,” she added, looking around. “Just...really. For giving me a chance. I know it was hard, and I know it was harder for some of you, and I really appreciate that you were willing to set aside what was going on and just...let me try to live my life here.”

Several of them murmured ‘you’re welcome’ in response, smiling lovingly at her, which seemed to just make her crying worse.

“Don’t mind me,” she whispered, shooing him. “Go, go.”

He chuckled. “All right, sweetheart.” He stepped over to the next woman in the line. He was almost done now.

“Lilia,” he said, holding up her ring, then sliding it onto her finger when she presented her hand. It was a silver band etched with the dark silhouettes of trees. He particularly liked it. “I love your,” he paused, sighed, “I’m going to regret this, I’m sure, but I love your bravado and boldness.” She snorted and smiled. “And I love your grit.”

“Thank you, Hunter,” she murmured, looking down at her ring.

He chuckled and moved on.

“Janessa.” Of course he had saved Yelena for last. “I love your spontaneity, your warrior’s spirit, and the open and honest way in which you communicate.”

“Thank you, Hunter,” she murmured in her cute accent with a shy smile. “Oh wow…” she whispered, staring at her ring.

Her ring was the shiny silver of some pistols that looked like a chain that had been locked into place, but really was a collection of interconnected shapes, all the same, vaguely like a triangle missing its sides. Unbidden, the words Celtic knot bubbled to the surface of his mind and then popped like a soap bubble.

His flicker of knowledge on whatever a Celtic knot was vanished instantly, but the sense that it was correct, that it had somehow carried over into this world, too, remained.

Hunter stepped at last to Yelena. She looked uncomfortable, but he was glad to see that it was not deep discomfort. He imagined she was always going to be uncomfortable with stuff like this, or, at least, for a long time, but clearly a lot of that distrust and paranoia had boiled off in her short time here already.

This was closer to the embarrassment you felt when you were a shy person and your family was calling attention to you. Not in a bad way, but in a social obligation kind of way. It was Christmas and it was your turn to open the gift, and everyone looked at you, and you liked most everyone there, and you were appreciative that you were getting a gift from them, but you just had this innate discomfort with being the center of attention.

He wondered how much of Yelena’s coldness was a front and how much of it was actually just her natural social awkwardness.

Which was kind of surprising that he was even considering it, given how damned seductive she could be, and how confident she was around him.

“Yelena, I love your indomitability, your sheer unyielding tenacity, and the fact that you chose to give up the most significant, meaningful thing in your life for me, for us.”

“Well, I...oh, Hunter,” she whispered, her voice hushed, almost reverent, as she accepted the ring. “This is...incredible. I’ve never seen something like this...how did you find it?”

“Completely blind luck. Found it during a scavenging run during the first couple of weeks here at the Warren. The first time I saw it again after we met, I knew. I just knew. It was for you. It was you.”

She said nothing, just kept staring at the ring. It was a pair of snakes coming together from opposite sides, meeting at the tail and near the face. They were made of what appeared to be hardened mercury, (though obviously it wasn’t), and each snake had dazzling, glittery violet gems for eyes. In each jaw, they held a flower that itself featured a spray of even tinier violet gems.

“Hunter,” Yelena said, and stood up and hugged him immediately.

He wrapped his arms around her. And then they were all getting up, and the next ten minutes were filled with hugging (and groping) a lot of pregnant women, and a few non-pregnant women. Nicole was the last in line and he felt a spark hit him that seemed to instantly harden him. He’d been low-key horny for hours now.

“Now, I know you all would like to go back to the bedroom with me right now, but I am going to say that Nicole gets me for at least the next twenty minutes.”

“Any particular reason?” Kiara asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Mmm-hmm?” Brooke added, crossing her arms.

Shit, they were horny-horny.

“Okay, fifteen minutes,” he said, glancing at Nicole. “Sorry,” he whispered.

She snorted. “It’s fine. I love them, too, and I know the pain they’re going through.”

“I feel like I haven’t been seeing enough of Nicole lately, so…”

“All right, fine. Just fucking go and hurry up!” Brooke growled.

Hunter chuckled and picked up Nicole. She let out a surprised shriek that devolved into a fit of giggling as he carried her to the bedroom. Within a minute, they were both naked and kissing. She ended up atop him, smiling down at him prettily, lovingly. Her high, firm breasts jiggled pleasantly with each little movement.

“I love your body,” he murmured, running a hand reverently down her breasts, across her ribs, down to her pregnant belly.

“I love yours,” she murmured. “And I love what you did to me.” She put her hands over the backs of his. “This is your fault, mister.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “So thank you for that.”

“You’re very welcome,” he replied.

“Now, about this big thing…” she muttered, reaching down between them and slipping his pulsing erection into her sweet, hot, wet pussy.

She moaned as she lowered her pregnant vagina until it had taken his whole rigid length in. She cried out as she began bouncing, fucking his brains out with everything she had, yelling as she held his hands over her belly.

It was furious and it was over quickly, but it was amazing while it lasted.

When they both were finished orgasming and she was laying against him, they still had twelve of their allotted fifteen minutes.

“How are you doing, Nicole?” he asked, feeling good.

Better than good, actually.

He felt amazing right now. Ever since his talk with Janessa, he’d realized she was right, because something had just sort of snapped back together in just the right way inside his head. He didn’t know how else to describe it, but now when those paranoid, anxious thoughts came on, he just...shrugged and turned away.

Because he knew they were ridiculous. How could he have forgotten that? But the mind was a hell of a thing, and it could break in the strangest of ways, and part of that breaking was that it was obscuring the fact that you didn’t know your mind was breaking.

And he was looking forward now to the speech he had coming up. Well, more of a monologue. No, a Q and A mixed with Show and Tell.

Whatever it was, he now felt roughly as confident about this as he felt about the battlefield, but in a completely different way. Not because he was convinced he could absolutely destroy and crush any problem he came across, but because he believed that the people in question would forgive him if he messed up and, more than that, they wanted him to succeed. And there was a magic to social behavior, you really could pull something from nothing, somehow.

Everyone wanting you to succeed might actually just be enough to push you into a significantly better headspace.

It was like a vise falling away from his head.

“I’m great,” she replied.

“I wanted to ask...have you settled on your plans for the immediate future?”

“Yes. I have. I’ve been speaking with a few people about it, and I have determined that we have the resources to establish a small clothing factory. I will lead it. Lacy’s already letting me pick my team. I’m going to have three people working under me, volunteers, of course, but I do have people I’ll be asking. I’m going to design new clothes! I have ideas already, Hunter! Clothes that we don’t have to fucking worry about the current trend or the fucking ‘cost’ of a thing, because we’ll have a true cost of: how many resources will this take? That’s it! That’s all that will matter! No bullshit equation that goes on for a half a page as we consider every single fucker who wants to wet their beak along the unnecessarily complex assembly line...sorry, I’m ranting. But yeah, that is what I’m doing Hunter. And it’s all thanks to you.”

“I mean, partially thanks to me,” he replied.

“No, big time thanks to you. I mean, besides saving my life, you really did set me on a new course. You basically told me: stop giving so much of a fuck, think about what you want. And I did. And you told me to go after it, so I did. I genuinely would not have done that if it weren’t for you. So thank you, because I feel so changed, so much more...powerful.”

“You are powerful, Nicole,” he murmured, cupping one of her breasts. “And it’s so intensely arousing and attractive.”

She giggled, then gasped. “Is this the thing women talk about? I keep hearing from older women that somewhere in your twenties, and if you’re incredibly lucky it’ll be your early twenties, you’ll sort of just...awaken, mentally and emotionally. You’d just realize that so much of life is bullshit, and you actually don’t need to worry about half the shit you think you do, and once you just stop giving a fuck, that frees you up to do so much more with yourself, with your life. Shit, I hope it is. It feels like it, you know?”

“I do kinda know...and I think you’re right. I think it is.”

“Why?”

“Because you...are different. You’re so different from the first time we met. You’re so much more sure of yourself. Outspoken. Confident. Not just in what you say, but how you say it. The way you carry yourself. It’s just so much more...well, confident. It’s really hot.”

She laughed, blushing. “Good to know. And...thanks. For all of it.”

“Thank you too, Nicole. For all that you’ve done for me.”

“Mmm. Okay.”

He knew she wanted to argue, that she wanted to say he had done so much more for her. But she didn’t. And while he knew they still had a lot of ground to cover there…

This was a win.


CHAPTER 9

“And, uh...man, I think that’s everything. Well, let me put it this way: I hope that’s everything, because I’m just about out of fuel,” Hunter said.

That got several laughs, which felt nice.

He really did think he’d covered everything, but there was a lingering doubt in his mind. Finally, he just told himself that there would always be more to talk about, to discuss, to dissect. To explain and expand upon, to expound.

Hunter stood and raised his hands, saying goodbye for the moment, and walked down off the little stage. Yelena was already waiting for him by the door. He’d already caught eyes with her as he was wrapping up. Hunter answered a few quick questions, accepted a few congratulations as he was intercepted on his way to the exit.

But finally, he got there, and he and Yelena slipped off into the main corridor.

“I think that went very well,” she said, breaking the silence first.

There was a tension there between them, and it had been growing. It was subtle, invisible to everyone but them (he thought), and nearly invisible to them. But it was there, hidden in the subtleties of her movement, the shadows whispering through her words. And they were going to face it.

He knew at least what that looked like for him.

Because there was doubt. Just a bit. Just enough to be a problem.

That she had known.

And hadn’t told him.

“I think about as well as could be expected,” he replied. “You wanna go for a walk?”

“Yes, I do. I would like that very much.”

There it was. Her tone was laced with trace amounts of anxiety.

They walked up until they were on the ground floor, and then they were outside. It was gray outside that day, and cold.

And getting colder.

It almost seemed appropriate, like the world was conspiring with them. Or perhaps against them. While the gray grim world certainly felt appropriate, it also was quite miserable. For several minutes, they walked along the trail in silence, neither willing to break the silent stalemate.

But Hunter had to know, and he was tired of beating around the bush. Tired of burying it. Time to haul this out into the light and see what there was to see, good or bad.

“Yelena,” he said, and he had the notion that she had been just about to speak first also. But he couldn’t be sure.

“Yes?” she replied cautiously.

Hunter stopped abruptly. They were far enough away, and even in his weakened state (which was significantly better than even two days ago) he would know if someone was coming or anywhere close to them.

He needed to not be overheard for this conversation.

“I’m just going to ask you point blank, and I...trust that you will give me a truthful answer.” She looked confused, yet pensive.

She swallowed, straightened up. “Of course.”

“Did you know? About the AI?” he asked.

He watched her carefully. Hunter did trust her, and he did love her, but some part of him hated to admit that it might be a long time yet before the paranoid part of him would truly die when it came to her. She was as good as he was, better in some ways. Much better. She was clearly extremely intelligent, and she had a very sharp wit and gaze. She was the kind of person who was often four steps ahead of everyone else in the room, and not necessarily because she was straining particularly hard. She just looked at situations and immediately intuited their outcomes.

So he watched her. Her eyes. Her face. Her mouth. He watched her and hated himself for it. He did trust her, he wanted to trust, and yet…

That’s what it was: and yet…

And yet what, exactly?

But something in him relaxed, something inside of his chest and his head simultaneously, as he saw the truth in her gaze.

“No, Hunter. I didn’t know. I would have told you,” she replied.

And he had no doubt then.

Maybe that relaxing was the dying of his paranoia, a severing of the link. His internal eye would no longer look upon her with anything short of trust. He felt better, that was for sure.

“All right. I’m sorry, Yelena. I had to know.”

“I understand. I would have asked the same thing, were our roles reversed. Now, that being said…”

“Yes?” he replied, curious as he watched her look unobtrusively around. Now she was paranoid, not simply anxious.

She stepped closer to him. “You said you would tell me. Of this ‘Jesus Christ’. What does it mean? I want to know.”

He sighed, his face turning stony, his gaze turning flinty. Not entirely, but enough that she saw it. And she looked...disappointed, yet reluctantly understanding.

“I can’t,” he admitted plainly. “I’ve really thought about it, and I do want to tell you, but...it’s too dangerous.”

“How?”

“An idea can be dangerous, Yelena. You know this.”

“Yes…” she replied cautiously.

“I come from another dimension. What if there are concepts I have in my dimension, concepts that perhaps caused intense levels of conflict, of death and destruction? Concepts that you don’t have over here.”

“I...think I understand what you’re saying, but I’m...struggling with it.”

“Exactly. You can’t conceive of it because you don’t know what it is. You don’t know even the shape of it, even the barest shadow of a sketch of it. But you have to trust me. It’s like...an alien virus. It’s so different, yet not different enough, that when the body encounters it, it has no idea what to do, and the virus runs unchecked, killing the host.”

Yelena struggled with it for another few moments, then heaved a weary sigh. “Well, understand it or not, I can tell you will not tell me now, no matter what I do.”

He winced, feeling guilty. He tried again. “Yelena, let me explain a little more. I don’t want you to think I’m disrespecting you, that I think you can’t handle it.”

“That is what you think.”

“Yes, but not because of you. Yelena, I will tell this to NO ONE. Does that make more sense?” She seemed to relent slightly, but still looked annoyed. “Listen, tell me this, okay? At least answer me this one question: would you trust Rain with the responsibility to a Level Five Biohazard facility? Would you trust her with that?”

“...no,” she murmured. “Not because of any failing of her own, but because she simply would not understand the responsibility at a deep, core level. She would lack even a basic understanding of what to do. And, even further, it would be cruel to saddle her with such a responsibility.”

“Exactly!”

“So, as much separates me and this...concept, as separates Rain from a Level Five Biohazard Lab?”

“Correct...possibly.”

She heaved a sigh and crossed her arms. “I thought I had it all,” she growled.

“I’m really sorry. I’m truly not trying to fuck with you or confuse you.”

She sighed, then rolled her eyes and made herself relax. “I know. I believe you. This is just an incredibly frustrating experience.”

“I very much understand that. Because of the sheer nature of this concept, of me being from one dimension, now in another, and all the insane amounts of variables, I can’t be sure if I have something truly that dangerous, or if I’m completely overreacting and it would honestly be no big deal. But do you see why I can’t take the risk, based off the sheer potential magnitude of the worst theoretically possible consequences?”

She pursed her lips, considered it, then angrily shook her head. “Yes. I do. I see it perfectly. And...you are right, to make this choice.” She heaved a long, weary sigh. “I would do the same thing in your position. And you would probably feel exactly like I do now. And I would feel so guilty about it...what an annoying situation. I’m not angry at you, Hunter. I respect your decision, and I don’t want you to feel guilty. I can see you do. Badly.” She snorted suddenly. “You have no ability to hide your emotions around us.”

“More than you’d think,” he replied, a little defensively.

She laughed, more lightheartedly this time. “Poor, sad Hunter! Defenseless before us pretty little ladies!” Then she howled with laughter.

He laughed too, because he knew she wasn’t mocking him. It was the laughter that came from tension-release. They both felt better. They’d both been living with two different issues for days, unable to say anything.

And finally it was over.

It did feel damn good.

Yelena stopped laughing, wiped at her eyes, (hot damn did that woman have sexy eyes), then she seemed to grow more solemn. She stepped closer to him and took his hands.

“Hunter, whatever happens...I do love you. I want you to know this,” she said, speaking with as much gravity as he had ever encountered from her.

He stared right back, taking her just as seriously. “I do know this, Yelena. And I love you, too.”

She smiled after a second. “And I know that. But I mean it. I’m here. Even if they tried to call me back now, I would not go. If they tried to come here and take me back, I would fight them. What I had in my old life...it was not loyalty. They would betray me in an instant if it truly suited them, if it saved their own asses. That wasn’t loyalty, but it was power. And it was the only game in the village, really. So I had to play. I grabbed the most power I could manage. But...now that I’ve felt what love and trust and loyalty actually feel like, I can and will give all that power away in an instant if it means keeping this love. I am swearing loyalty to you, to your mates, to the people of the Warren.”

“I accept it with more happiness than I can articulate, Yelena,” he replied. “It truly does mean everything to hear this from you. And I know everyone in the Warren, every last person, feels the same way. We all respect you immensely.”

She smiled a small smile. “I can feel that. I thought I wouldn’t be able to. But rabbits...are more overt with their respect, their admiration, their awe. It is...still an odd thing to get used to.”

“You’re an extremely intimidating woman, Yelena.”

She chuckled. “Am I now?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t intimidate you.”

“Yes, you did. I’m reasonably sure I told you that to your face.”

She chuckled and suddenly broke away from him, walking further along the path. “I don’t remember,” she said, a touch haughtily, “so you’ll have to remind me. Tell me about the time I intimidated you, Hunter. I wish to hear of it.”

He sighed and followed after her, catching up to her. “You are in a fucking mood today, huh?”

“I’m sure I do not know what you are talking about.” Definitely fucking haughty as hell. She could be a proper bitch when she wanted to be.

It wasn’t her words, really, it was her delivery. It was flawless. She sounded like a rich bitch with an eternal smirk.

He did love this about her.

“Fine. You intimidated me with your presence, your sheer determination, your force of will. You seemed to fill up a room when you were in it. Even standing still, it’s immediately obvious how lethal you are. And you’re smarter than me, and not by a little.”

“Wow, I’m...actually surprised to hear you admit that.”

He laughed. “So you agree?”

“Eh…” She held her hand up flat and tilted it back and forth. “I do, but not as much as you think. And not as judgment, I’m just used to knowing I’m smartest person in room.”

He chuckled. “You start losing words when you get up your own ass, you know that, babe?”

She glared at him, stopping and putting her hands on her hips. He couldn’t help but laugh more.

“Anything else to say?” she asked finally.

“Yes, actually.” He walked over and put his mouth to her ear. “I am going to fucking spank the fuck out of you.”

And then he walked off.

“The fuck you are!” Yelena cried in probably the most shocked voice he’d ever heard from her.

“Hurry up, babe. Don’t lag behind, lazy girl.”

“...you-you...OH!” she cried in pure frustrated rage, and began stalking off after him.

She wasn’t the only one who could be haughty.

…

“You will not, Hunter! You will not dare, Hunter! Try me, fucking try me-HUNTER!” she shrieked as he finally lost his patience the very instant they crossed the threshold of the bedroom.

Kiara was laying in bed, her hair up in a towel, and she stared at them with huge eyes and a massive, amused smile on her face. From behind them, Rain, Chloe, Janessa, and Riley hastily filtered in. There was no way they were missing this show.

Hunter had picked her up by both arms. She was kicking her feet, dangling a few inches above the floor now. He grinned at her. He probably looked a little crazy.

“You’ve been pushing my buttons, Yelena!” he snapped, and hurled her onto the bed.

She bounced once, twice, then flipped back up, now on her hands and knees.

“You will not spank me, Hunter, because I will not allow it!”

“I don’t care what you allow,” he replied, grabbing her shirt and pulling it off.

“Hunter! Hunter!” she cried as he yanked her shoes off, then her socks.

She tried to pull away, but he was much, much stronger than her, even without a single hint of his enhancement.

“You’ve got a safeword,” he replied as he finished stripping her, actually tearing her panties to get them off.

“Hey! I liked those panties!”

He laughed and sat down on the bed, grabbed her, and hauled her easily into his lap.

“Hunter! Hey! Hunter! Stop it!” she hissed. “You aren’t really going to-ah!”

She shrieked as he slapped her bare ass once. Hard. Hard enough to leave a red mark.

“Damn,” Riley whispered.

“I felt that,” Rain murmured.

“Hunter,” she whispered.

“I’m waiting to hear the safeword, Yelena,” he replied. “Otherwise, I’m going to give you a real spanking. Then I’m going to fuck you.”

“Fucking try me, you fucking little-AH!”

He spanked her again. And again. And five more times after that. His movements were deliberate and hard. Her whole body spasmed with each impact. Each time she shrieked, but each time she held. After he reached ten, he decided he’d had enough and tossed her onto her back.

She popped back up, sitting now, glaring at him as he finished stripping his own clothes off.

“You must be crazy if you think I’m going to let you stick anything in me after you humiliated me like that!”

“You were asking for it, you little slut,” Hunter replied as he got back onto the bed with her.

“Fuck you! I’ll-” She moaned as he kissed her, and then she melted in his hands, unable to maintain even the simplest facsimile of resistance now.

Which was honestly fine by him. She had been extremely effective and convincing. Then they were kissing, and he was penetrating her as she begged him to, as she conveyed the sheer, staggering strength of her sexual need. She cried out, her voice deep and almost guttural as he penetrated her, and came almost instantly.

Hunter groaned in pleasure and really began drilling her orgasming vagina, pounding her brains out and making her scream even louder and harder with each stroke.

He lost himself, and clearly so did she.

Hunter didn’t know how long he was lost in the bliss of her perfect, fit body, her softer parts, her deep eyes, but it felt like a very long time.

When they were both finished, it was silent in the bedroom.

They laid there for a long while. Eventually, Yelena rose and headed for the bathroom. A moment later, as he heard the shower start up, Hunter stood and joined her. He slipped silently in and watched her wash up.

“That was incredible,” she said, “and also the reaction I was hoping for. So...thank you for reading into that.”

“Thank shit I did,” he replied. “Always a little risky, doing it like that.”

“Fair. But we have our safeword.”

“True.”

They showered in silence for a little bit. Yelena finished cleaning up, then switched places. She stared at him as he washed up.

“So...what are your plans now?” he asked. “You know, in a general sense?”

“Well, I’ll need to get my space set up in the apartment above ours,” she said.

That had been a very difficult problem to solve. They wanted Yelena to live at least in the apartment with them, but she had been gently yet firmly steadfast in her refusal. Finally, they’d narrowed it down to the apartment next to them. Or across from them. But that was too close. For some reason she could not articulate, it wouldn’t work for her psychologically. Hunter wanted to make it work somehow, so he threw out “What about the apartment above us?”

She thought about, then slowly nodded, saying, “That could work, actually…”

And so it had. They’d installed a stairwell that led up to a door that could not be unlocked from this side. Hunter thought that a couple of the others, namely Brooke, were taking that reality a little harshly, but they all kept their peace.

They knew what Yelena had been through. And shit, they knew only a little bit. Hunter knew more than anyone else, as she had told him several seriously fucked up things in confidence that she made him swear never to repeat, and he never would, but it was clear the woman had a lot of psychological scars.

And they wanted her to be comfortable, so they didn’t hold it against her.

“What about in a broader sense?” he asked.

“Helping train your Rangers, for one.”

“I do not envy the poor bastards who are going to take the test alongside you.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You’ll really make me take the test?”

“Of course. It’s only fair, Yelena. I’m going to take it. I mean...you agree with that, right? That it has to be fair?”

“Yes, I do. It should be fair.” She shrugged. “Regardless, I’ll crush it. I just find it amusing. And yes, those poor bastards.”

He chuckled. “It’ll be fun...anything else?”

“In my broad future?” He nodded. “Why are you asking? You seem oddly insistent on this.”

“I...want to get a sense of where everyone is at. I’ve been doing one-on-one sessions with everyone lately.”

“Ah, very fair. And kind. Just one of the many reasons I appreciate you.” She put on her thinking face and was silent for a long moment. Abruptly, she smiled. “You know what, Hunter? I’ve known for damn near my entire life what comes next. I don’t want to anymore. I want freedom from the future. Freedom from plans, at least for a little while...is that all right?”

“You want my approval?”

“Of course I do, idiot!” she hissed.

He chuckled. “Yes, Yelena, that’s completely fine. I think it’s very reasonable.”

She stared at him for a moment, then laughed and hugged him. “You are like some mythical being. No one has ever been this reasonable with me.”

“Well, now everyone will be. You’ve found your happy place.”

“I suppose I have,” she murmured.

They stood there together, holding each other, wet and naked and so very content.



  CHAPTER 10


  “Hunter, are you all right?” Rain asked.


  “What?” he replied.


  “I asked if you’re all right.”


  “Oh...yeah, sorry. Just a little distracted.”


  He shifted, the water sloshing around them, and she settled a little more into his lap. They were soaking in a hot tub. Apparently, the Warren had come equipped with several of them. Or, at least, the ability to build several of them.


  The moment he’d found that out, he had tracked down, transported, and begun assembling one in their new apartment. And, as a consequence, it was fully functional. Though the rest of the apartment was not yet complete, (but almost!), they could use this.


  Hunter was on what he thought of as Rain Watch.


  They had determined that she was extremely close to her birthing day. Chloe said that if it didn’t happen by tomorrow, she was going to start investigating through more extreme measures to determine if perhaps something was going wrong.


  He thought that it was going to be soon.


  Today.


  Hunter wasn’t sure why, it was like the knowledge had been implanted in his head by an outside force. Like he knew the future.


  It was going to be really soon.


  Perhaps within the next hour.


  “What are you thinking of?” she asked softly.


  “You. Kiara. Yelena. The others who’ve joined my household.”


  “What about us?”


  “I guess I was thinking that, man, it’s kind of insane that I managed to snag not one, not four, not seven, but ten very sane and reasonable women. And then I thought, well, fuck, what are the odds of that? Something struck me as very odd about that thought. And I wondered: how true was it? Because it really does seem odd. I know my memories are scrambled eggs, but I’m finally realizing that I do kinda-sorta remember...in patterns, if that makes sense. Impressions? Not quite memories, but the memory of memory, maybe. Or perhaps the memory of emotion. And I remember a lot of unreasonable women.” He paused. “A lot of unreasonable people, to be clear, but I just remember a lot of relationships blowing up over seeming innocuous things, or things that came out of nowhere. Lies. Pain. It all sucked.”


  “What do you think about that?” she asked.


  “Well, I think that it seems pretty unlikely that I could find so many of you if I couldn’t hardly find anyone who was truly reasonable like you all are. And yet, it’s true. So it’s either that my memory is wrong, which is very possible, or...maybe my perception is wrong?”


  “How so?” Now she was looking up at him with a not-quite-innocent curiosity.


  Like she was leading him gently along a path. A path she’d already walked. A conclusion she’d already arrived at.


  “Well...then I thought...people are often really only as good as society lets them be. Or, at least, it’s true over in my dimension. And the thing is, yeah, of course there’s going to be outliers. Particularly good or particularly bad people will get better or worse in a scenario of total societal collapse. And yes, in theory and, often, in practice, those extra good or bad people could gather others to their cause and influence them in a particular direction. But then, that’s the thing: isn’t that a society? A small one, but a society nonetheless. If that society is holding itself to a higher standard, it’s easier to be good. If it’s holding itself to a lower one, it’s easy to be bad. Perhaps, you could say, crucial. To maintaining your standing within that society. Isn’t that a huge influence? And it would be even stronger than normal, because it would often be such a smaller society. Dozens, maybe hundreds of people, people you would all get to know personally, simply due to how society functions now…”


  He paused, trailed off, sighed.


  “So then what?” Rain prodded.


  Hunter chuckled. “You know, little Miss Smarty Pants, you’re bugging me just a tad.”


  “Oh, is that so?” she murmured, smirking just a little.


  He sighed and began to massage her huge tits. “Anyway, it got me thinking that maybe because instinct is stronger over here, it eases the psychological burden that might get in the way of a lot of just...better acts, better thinking. Being better people. It’s easier to be good over here, I think. Depending on who you are. I mean, it’s sure as shit easier for a rabbit to be good under these conditions because their survival instincts are literally to collaborate, to work together, to love each other. Wolves? Literally their instincts are domination through physical aggression and sheer force of will. Every interaction between men is a potential fight. Perhaps even a literal one. It’s that easy. It doesn’t let them off the hook, innocents should never have had to suffer for others’ psychological shortcomings, but it does make you think about fairness and unfairness.”


  “That’s a really good point, Hunter,” she replied, settling against him.


  He sighed. “So glad you agree, dearest.”


  She giggled and they continued relaxing, soaking in the water, her sitting in his lap. He leaned back against the padded wall, leaning his head and shoulders against it. A few moments passed by in utter peace and relaxation.


  “Rain,” he murmured.


  “Mmm?” she replied gently, almost like she had just been dozing off.


  “What do you think your immediate future looks like?” He paused. “Well, I mean, besides the obvious.”


  She laughed. “Besides the obvious of raising our kits, I still see working in the kitchen and being a teacher. Helping out Kiara when she needs it. Helping out the others when they need it. Helping whoever needs it. While I carry around my newborn kits and then eventually they’ll trail behind me, laughing and playing, and I’ll have to shush them occasionally, and they’ll get all quiet and sad, whispering they’re sorry while staring up at me with their huge eyes, and I won’t be able to stay mad at them, not that I was really mad at them at all. And I’ll be pregnant again soon, because of course I will. And...that’s what my future looks like. Now, I’d like to know, Hunter, what does your future look like?”


  Hunter opened his mouth, because he knew what to say. But then he realized all at once that he didn’t know what to say. Not quite, at least.


  “Well…” he said after a frankly embarrassingly long pause. “I’m going to finish preparing the training course, the gym, and the shooting gallery, and then I’m going to write out the actual requirements for the test to become a Private in the Rangers.”


  “I knew all that already, Hunter,” she murmured.


  He sighed. “You’re such a fucking brat today, you know that, you little whore?”


  “I am the mother of your kits,” she whispered.


  “Yes, and you’re also a whore.” He kept gently squeezing her tits.


  She moaned and shuddered against him.


  “Answer me,” she whispered urgently, a little angrily.


  He could feel his head rubbing against her pussy under the water. He wanted in, and she wanted him in, but her will was stronger here. Or strong enough, at least.


  “Okay, okay. I’m not sure, that’s my answer, Rain. I’ve been thinking about it. I mean, I know some stuff I’m gonna do. I’ll train. I’ll prepare. I’ll help people who need or want my help.”


  “Nice,” she murmured.


  “I’m going to go on trips into the wilderness sometimes, by myself.”


  “Much more nice.”


  “...why?”


  “Because it’s interesting. Because it’s you. Because it’s for you. That’s why. That’s important. You still need to learn that. You were prepared to walk to your death for us, to give us everything, to give up everything. And you still are. And I respect that. And obviously I appreciate that. But you’ve done it, Hunter! You saved us! You really did! I know you can’t just put it down, I know you’ll always be prepared for war, but we aren’t at war anymore. These are the peacetimes, Hunter. Enjoy them. Find yourself out. Find out who you are when you are at rest.”


  “...yeah,” he muttered. “You’re right, Rain.”


  “Someday, my love, you’ll learn that I’m always right.”


  He sighed heavily and she giggled. He almost penetrated her, but then pulled back at the last second. Something told him now wasn’t the time. Instinct, maybe.


  “What are you doing?” she complained as he moved her off of him and stood.


  “We’re overheating, time to get out,” he replied in his ‘I’m seriously not in the mood to argue’ tone of voice.


  Rain simply issued a tiny sigh, her only form of rebellion, and allowed him to help her up out of the hot tub. He set it to drain, then got out and dried off, and helped her dry off. Since all she was wearing these days was her panties and a simple dress, she managed to get dressed quickly after he helped her get her panties over her enormously thick and smoothly pale thighs. She sat down on a nearby chair, staring at him with a crooked, unselfconscious smile.


  He loved her for that smile.


  Hunter finished pulling his pants on, making sure everything was belted into place and secure. Then he sat down on a chair and began yanking on his boots and getting them laced up. He found himself moving with a strange sense of urgency.


  Like he was racing the clock somehow.


  He finished with his right boot, and was just about to tie the knot on the second when Rain said, in a tone of voice he’d been half-hoping/half-fearing to hear for days now, “Hunter.”


  “I understand,” he replied, moving in a quick series of rapid movements.


  He finished tying his boot with a snap of motion, then rose smoothly to his feet. His hand dipped into his pocket and returned with his earpiece radio. He slipped it into his ear while pivoting towards his shirt. He stooped to grab it as he blared out three sharp beeps across their communal radio link.


  That meant ‘it was time, Rain is giving birth’.


  They all knew what to do.


  Hunter snatched up his shirt and pulled it into place as he rose back to his feet once more. He turned to look at Rain, who was smiling up at him, both hands on her stomach. She looked a little scared, but not much.


  “I love you,” he said, scooping her up carefully into his arms.


  “I love you, too,” she replied softly.


  He began carrying her towards the infirmary.


  …


  It went smoothly.


  He got her to the infirmary. Everyone had cleared the halls, though not completely. Hunter jogged between crowds of people, rows of people to either side of him. They were all silent. Well, mostly silent. There was a lot of excited whispering. He supposed it was an exciting occasion: the first of the leader’s offspring was being born.


  Except he wasn’t really their leader.


  He didn’t want to be, and he wasn’t. Lacy was. Petra. Riley. They led the Warren.


  But then, didn’t he, as well?


  Maybe that was the thing he learned as he strode through those corridors. Maybe he learned that it didn’t fucking matter what he wanted. Because wasn’t he used to thinking that anyway? He wanted to eat a goddamned steak. He wanted to take a smoke break. He wanted to fucking sleep, just for five more minutes. He wanted to get a massage.


  But did that matter? He had a mission to do, he always had a mission to do.


  He always would.


  And this was his new mission. Whether or not he wanted to be responsible for these people, he was responsible for them. He’d saved too many of them personally for anything less. They would always look to him for guidance, for example, for hope. Which meant it was his, and very specifically his, responsibility to be there for them.


  And who was he to complain, anyway?


  Wasn’t he getting what he wanted? Wasn’t he getting far more than was fair? Yes, he was. This...was not a burden.


  This was a gift.


  And that realization seemed to unlock something inside of him, some new doorway, or perhaps a window into a vast emotional landscape he had never suspected but had always, in some vague, uncertain way known to have existed within himself. It felt like a glimpse at a bigger puzzle, one he knew he could understand, if only he would put in the work.


  That thought encouraged him more than nearly anything else he could remember.


  Hunter could put in the work.


  He would assume the mantle of responsibilities over this Warren and these people. His people. He would be their hope for as long as they needed him to be, and he would enjoy the task. He would defend them if it ever came to it again, and he was almost sure it would, someday. But more importantly, he would teach them to defend themselves.


  Let that be his legacy. He knew his honest legacy was written in blood, and he would not hide it, not even if there was a God and he was called to answer for his choices. He would, and he would accept the consequences. Because it was the right thing to do. He still believed that, and he knew somehow that he would always believe it.


  But now...was different.


  Now was the peacetime he’d fought so hard for.


  Hunter carried Rain into the nearest infirmary. Chloe was waiting for him there. As were Kiara, Riley, Brooke, Yelena, and Diane.


  “Quickly, quickly!” Chloe hissed as he walked into the room they had set aside for just this occasion.


  Hunter moved swiftly across the room and laid Rain out on the medical bed. Then he stepped away, like they’d discussed, giving Chloe immediate access to her. He fell back and glanced over as Janessa entered the room.


  “Oh thank goodness, I’m not too late!” she whispered.


  “Shh!” Chloe hissed.


  “Sorry!” Janessa whispered more softly.


  “Ooh! That’s getting stronger!” Rain grunted.


  “It won’t take long, don’t worry,” Chloe murmured.


  “Are we sure about that?” Hunter asked anxiously.


  “Yes, Hunter! Stop asking!” Chloe snapped.


  He didn’t respond. She was right. They didn’t need more stress. He glanced over as Nicole walked into the room. She said nothing, simply finding a place, squeezing between Kiara and Riley.


  “Okay, Hunter, here, now,” Chloe said firmly, stepping to the primary console and typing rapidly. “Nurse!” she called.


  A thin lizard woman appeared. Chloe pointed and the woman moved to stand at the foot of the bed. Hunter stepped beside Rain and took her hand. She squeezed it and smiled at him.


  “Don’t worry, Hunter. We really are sure. It’ll seriously be over before you know it. I know it’s some kind of trauma for you and I respect it, I do, sweetheart, but-ugh!” she grunted, pausing as another contraction hit her. “But it’s really safe. I promise.”


  “I believe you,” Hunter said, and found that he did.


  Perhaps it was a trauma. Perhaps his mother had died in childbirth. Or perhaps a lover had. He couldn’t remember. But he remembered it being a problem, like seeing a sunspot, a part of your eye that had gone temporary dead. It hovered in his memory like an inverse sunspot: it was real in a sea of anonymous gray amnesia.


  An island of pain and fear, with a hidden core of sheer, mindless, yammering terror.


  Too much loss.


  “Here we go. Nurse,” Chloe said, and they switched places.


  Chloe was snapping gloves into place. Rain squeezed his hand. She was being brave, but she wasn’t having to try that hard. This was like something akin to a dental procedure. Not pleasant, but not that big a deal, and it had an extremely high chance of going just fine. In fact, it was often not nearly as bad as you’d thought it was going to be.


  The kits began coming out.


  Chloe took them, wrapped them, and passed them off to the women who were waiting. Kiara took the first. Riley the second. Nicole the third.


  “Wait...oh my goodness, I knew it!” Chloe whispered.


  “What? Is something wrong!?” Rain demanded.


  “No, sweetheart, something’s right! You’re having four kits!”


  “I am!? How!?”


  “Sometimes they can hide from the scans. I thought I saw evidence of a fourth one, but I didn’t want to say anything because it could have been an artifact caused by the scanning process. But no, you have quadruplets, Rain!”


  “Oh wow. Oh boy.” She laughed, then let out a little sob. “That’s amazing! Ohhhhhh, boy. See honey? I told you. We’re already done,” she said, then yawned.


  “Holy...crap,” Hunter whispered as he accepted the fourth child.


  His child. Their child. Their daughter. Swaddled in a gentle pink blanket. She began to cry loudly. Hunter laughed, then began rocking her.


  “Wonder where she gets that from,” he heard someone, he wasn’t sure who, maybe Brooke, say. And several women laughed.


  “Oh hush,” Rain said, yawning again.


  “Daddy’s here,” Hunter murmured, staring down at their daughter.


  A strange sense of wonder had enveloped him, enshrouded him. He felt untethered to reality, like his head had become a balloon that was floating away.


  “Hunter…” Rain murmured.


  “What? Oh, I’m sorry,” he replied softly, turning and giving her up to Rain.


  She giggled. “It’s fine, honey. She’s ours. I just wanted my turn. Oh, she’s so cute! She’s perfect and little and amazing!”


  “She’s amazing, they’re all amazing…” Hunter muttered, looking out over the room. The happy, smiling women. The crying babies.


  Chloe…


  She was holding her stomach, a look coming across her face. She looked dead at Hunter and he knew in an instant.


  “Nurse!” he called, crossing the room and picking Chloe up.


  “What’s happening!?” Riley cried.


  “I’m going into labor!” Chloe replied.


  Hunter began taking her out of the room, to her own medical bed, when he heard Kiara let out a startled cry. He froze and looked over at her.


  Her hands were on her stomach, a look of excitement and anxiety on her face.


  Shit.


  Oh wow, this was getting out of hand very quickly. He turned to resume his job of getting Chloe to a bed, trusting the others to take care of Kiara while he was off, when he heard Brooke cry out his name.


  “Oh, come on!” he cried.


  This was his life now.


  This was the life he got to live, to enjoy for as long as possible.


  This was more than he could have ever hoped for.


  

THE END
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