
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      SURVIVORS 3

      A LOST WORLD HAREM

    

    




      
        JACK PORTER

      

    

    




      INK RIOT BOOKS

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Jack Porter

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Books by Jack Porter

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      “Be careful,” I said as Deeve scampered up the side of the tree.

      The athletic woman paused long enough to shoot me a grin. The tree she was climbing grew at an angle, so she could make her way up with relative ease.

      “Aww, Adam, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you actually cared about me.”

      I chuckled even as I kept a close eye on her. “Maybe I just don’t want to have to carry your ass back to the base,” I replied.

      Deeve and I were on a foraging mission, and were on our way back from the containers we’d found in the swamp. The flowers that kept the predators of this dangerous world at bay were in full bloom once again, but the girls and I didn’t want to rely on them as our only source of protection. We were in the process of expanding the walls to encircle the entire village, rather than just the most-used parts of it.

      That meant we needed more fabric. It meant we needed more cable as well, but that was a problem for later. For now, we were working on the more solid part of our defenses.

      I watched Deeve’s characteristic smile fade just a little.

      “Cold and calculating,” she said, her voice holding a touch of sadness as she repeated Uma’s description of me.

      In recent days, I’d noticed that Deeve had lost some of her carefree attitude, and thought that maybe she hadn’t appreciated my little joke as much as I’d hoped.

      “Of course I care about you,” I said. “I care about all of you. I don’t want to see any of you hurt.”

      It was enough to bring her smile back, and she shimmied her way farther up the tree.

      “I’ll be fine. I’ve been climbing trees since I was a kid. And besides, are you going to do this? The branches wouldn’t carry your weight, and you’d come crashing down to the ground!”

      She was right. We both knew it. That’s why it was Deeve climbing the tree in the first place and not me.

      “You don’t have to do this at all,” I reminded her. “You could come back down and stop me worrying.”

      She paused again, long enough to flash me another grin. “But you know how tired we all are of our diet of fruit and meat,” she replied. “That nest looks like it should have eggs hidden inside it, and I want an omelet!” Her grin took on a saucy aspect. “And besides, do you really want to give up the chance to stare at my ass as I climb?”

      I had to chuckle at the last. Deeve was slim and athletic, even more so now than she had been when I’d first met her. Living a survivalist life will do that to a person. But she did indeed possess a magnificent ass.

      She wiggled that part of her anatomy for my enjoyment even as she continued to climb.

      The nest she was aiming for was thirty feet off the ground, nestled in a juncture between two branches. It wasn’t on the tree she was actually climbing, but on a straighter one with few branches. Yet Deeve had chosen her route on purpose. The trunk she was climbing intersected with the other tree just below the nest.

      Despite my words, I wasn’t particularly worried. Deeve was the most athletic of the women in our little group. She moved with a natural grace, her hands and feet finding firm purchase despite how wet the jungle—and the tree she was climbing in particular—was.

      And if one of the braver denizens of this world should attack despite the protection offered by the plant we both carried, then she had her knives tucked into her waistband, and I had my spear.

      I watched as the perpetual rain landed on my face, intermittently offering encouraging words.

      Deeve climbed all the way up to the nest and poked her head over the edge.

      “Aww,” she said.

      “What is it? What do you see?” I asked.

      “Not eggs, anyway,” Deeve said, her voice full of disappointment. “Some sort of weird-ass chicks with spikes instead of feathers. They don’t seem to like the aroma I’m carrying very much. They’re trying to back away from me.”

      “Well, unless you want to try weird-ass, spiky chicks roasted over a fire for dinner, maybe you’d best come down.”

      There wasn’t any argument from Deeve. She nodded and started to look for an easy way down.

      Before she could begin her descent, a hideous screeching sound filled the air around us.

      Instinctively, I understood the danger.

      “Move!” I bellowed as I got into position, ready to launch my spear.

      We both knew that where there was a nest, there would likely be something nearby that didn’t want us too close. But we thought we were safe because of the plant that we carried. And besides, we’d watched for some minutes before Deeve had begun her climb, looking for danger.

      Apparently, we hadn’t been careful enough.

      A nightmare made of black spines and claws hurtled out of the canopy, shrieking like a banshee as it flung itself toward Deeve. It was big, bigger than I would have expected going by the size of the nest, and seemed to be made up of fury and claws.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Deeve said, even though it was Jayloo who was more prone to swearing. The athletic woman ducked low, but couldn’t do much more than that. The knives in her belt were useless, and I was too far away to be of much help.

      At the last instant, the nightmare bird swerved away, buffeting Deeve with nothing more than a gust of wind from its wings. Perhaps the protective aroma was still doing its job.

      But the danger wasn’t over. The monster flapped its wings to gain altitude, swerving between branches as it circled around.

      “It’s coming back!” I yelled. “Hurry!”

      Still shrieking, and with the chicks in the nest responding in kind, the nightmare bird came again. I waited until I had a clear shot, then hurled my spear with all of my strength.

      It was a good throw and exactly on target. But I was too far away. The nightmare bird had time to react. It tilted to one side and my spear passed safely beneath its wing, to be lost within the trees of the jungle.

      I had a makeshift machete at my side as well, and would have drawn that to throw without hesitation. Anything to keep Deeve safe. But the winged monster had closed the distance between itself and Deeve, and this time, it wasn’t planning to pull out of its dive.

      “Deeve!” I bellowed as the nightmare bird raked at the woman with its talons.

      Deeve raised a hand to protect herself and cried out, but there was little she could do. The weight of the nightmare bird combined with its aggression was too much.

      Deeve lost her grip and began sliding down the tree trunk.

      She cried out in anguish and fear, but didn’t give up. She reached out, trying to grab hold of branches, doing her best to arrest her own fall. As for me, I dove toward the base of the tree, positioning myself beneath her as best as I could.

      Branches broke. Deeve screamed again. The nightmare bird flew about in another circle.

      I reached out just as Deeve crashed toward me, ass-first, and we both went down in a tangle of limbs, the woman’s weight crashing into my arms and my chest.

      For a moment, the wind was knocked out of me. Then I drew a deep breath, kickstarting my breathing again.

      Deeve was on top of me, ass nearly in my face, legs splayed in different directions and her head somewhere around my hips. She was panting loudly, a reaction to the fall she had taken.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her.

      “Yeah, I think I’m okay. Just banged up a little, I think. I guess I owe you my life once more,” she said. Then she laughed. “And while I’m in a good position to repay you, maybe now isn’t the time. I think I want to get away from that thing’s territory and rest up for a bit.”

      We untangled ourselves and clambered back to our feet, with me keeping an eye on the nightmare to make sure it wasn’t going to attack.

      The monster was still shrieking, still circling its nest, but while it swooped low from time to time, those swoops seemed mostly for show.

      I could still smell the scent of our protective plant in the air all around us, and had no reason to suspect it wasn’t doing its job. The nightmare bird had only attacked when Deeve’s proximity to its nest drove it beyond reason.

      It seemed that a maternal—or paternal, I had no idea which and wasn’t interested enough to find out—instinct was common among creatures of many different worlds.

      As she dusted herself off, Deeve grimaced and grumbled enough for me to repeat my earlier question.

      “You sure you’re okay?” I pressed.

      “Apart from a bruised ego, you mean?” she said, her characteristic grin taking on a hint of self-deprecation. “I’m going to have a pretty good collection of bruises tomorrow, but I’m all right. The thing tore a hole in my poncho, though. Looks like I’m going to get wet. And not in a good way.”

      The way she raised her eyebrow at the last told me, more than her words, that she really was okay. I checked my own cuttings of the protective plant to make sure they were still in good condition, then bent to pick up the heavy pack I had discarded when Deeve started her climb. The girls had put the packs together, and they were a godsend for these expeditions.

      “Can you handle your pack?” I asked.

      “I’m fine,” Deeve said. “I promise. I can handle it.”

      Proving the point, the athletic woman swung her pack onto her back, hiding a flinch as she did so. I let it pass without comment, instead choosing to focus on the business at hand.

      “Let’s find a safe place to rest up,” I said.
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      The place we found was a corner where two upright boulders connected. The forest canopy was thick overhead, and the boulders were on an angle, so they were dry to the touch and even provided a little shelter. Yet it didn’t seem they were in any danger of toppling. They were bedded deeply into the earth, and covered in the roots of a creeper, suggesting they had been there for a significant time.

      I used my machete-knife to harvest a couple of oversized leaves from a different creeper, and after checking to make sure there were no hidden dangers, set those leaves up as a curtain to hide us from prying, forest eyes.

      For no reason other than to provide a little comfort, I set a small fire, and Deeve and I shared the last of the dried meat and fruit we had brought along with us.

      But it seemed that Deeve wasn’t yet ready to sleep. Of the women at the base, Deeve was the most overt when it came to her desires. She wasn’t shy, and seldom missed an opportunity to join me for some fun.

      But the fall from the tree had taken at least some of that desire away.

      Instead of ripping off her clothes and jumping on me at the first opportunity, she simply snuggled close, with her back against the wall. She kissed me once on the cheek, then settled down with her head resting on my shoulder.

      “You intend to keep watch?” she asked.

      “Always,” I replied.

      I felt her nod against me. “I don’t feel like going to sleep yet,” she said.

      “You don’t have to. It’s not like we have a set bedtime.”

      She chuckled even though it was a poor attempt at a joke. “Tell me a story,” she said.

      “What sort of story would you like to hear?” I responded.

      The mood until then had been relaxed, but all of a sudden, I felt Deeve tense up. Not as if she was anxious, but as if she knew she was pushing the boundaries.

      I glanced at her, and saw she was grinning. “The one you don’t want to talk about,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She moved a little away so she could look at me more easily. “You know what I’m talking about.” She glanced down and tapped one of metal cuffs that were still wrapped around my wrists and ankles. They’d been there for so long now that I had stopped thinking about them. They were as much a part of me as the augmentations I carried around within my skin.

      “Why do you wear those bracelets of yours? What did you actually do to wind up a prisoner?”

      I understood why Deeve had grown tense. “I’ve told you before,” I said. “If I tell you what I know, then you’ll be almost as much of a threat to the Company as I am. I’m apparently valuable enough to them that they chose to keep me alive. But you?” I shook my head. “I don’t want to put you in that sort of danger.”

      Even before I finished speaking, I could see my words were failing to make an impact. Deeve rolled her eyes and bobbed her head as if to say that she had heard it before.

      “Yeah, I get it. You’re keeping it a secret for our own protection. But I’ve been thinking about that, and there’s a big, fat flaw in your logic.”

      I looked at her. “And what is that?”

      “It assumes that we will ever get off this world. That one day, we’ll be in the Company’s reach once again.”

      “I’ve already said that I intend to do everything I can to get us back home–” I began.

      “Yes, you have.” Deeve agreed. “But let’s follow it through. I’m not saying that we’re going to be stuck here forever. I mean, this place seems to be a graveyard for spaceships, and we have Zara on our side. So anything is possible. But say we do manage to get back. Do you really think the Company is going to believe you? That if you deny having told us anything, they would take you at your word? Or are we in just as much danger as we would be if you had told us?”

      I stared at her. I knew she was right. The girls were indeed going to be assumed to be guilty simply by their association with me.

      “I’ll take a lie detector test—” I began.

      Deeve shook her head. “It won’t matter. If this secret is so important, is there any risk they’ll be willing to accept?”

      Again, I knew she was right.

      Deeve smiled at me. “You know I’m right,” she said. “So why not give us—give me—the knowledge you have? It’s a weapon that you can use against them, right? Why not share that weapon with the rest of us?”

      I had to laugh out loud. I started to nod even before I spoke. “You’re right. So settle back down, and I’ll tell you all about it. And who knows? Maybe it’ll help put any doubts you all might have about me to bed.”

      “Do you really think any of us still have doubts about you?” Deeve asked. Then she wriggled against me again, and returned her cheek to my shoulder. “I’m listening,” she said.

      I thought about where I should start. “I was on a rim world, just doing my job. Assessing it for suitability for company exploitation...”
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        * * *

      

      It was a cold world. Dense and heavy, quite different from the one the girls and I had found ourselves trapped on. The drones and automatic sensors had done all they could, but there were things they simply couldn’t do, so it was my turn.

      I’d taken a shuttle down to the surface, and had gathered a fair collection of samples, both mineral and biological, for the Company scientists to analyze.

      But it wasn’t easy going. I had to wear a full thermal suit, complete with a tinted face shield to keep out the worst of the wind and the glare from the small, overly bright sun.

      As required by my job, I was in constant communication with the Company ship orbiting above, filing my observations on the habitability of the planet.

      So far, it didn’t look good. The harsh wind was just one of the issues. Even at the equator, snow and ice gathered in large drifts, and any exposed earth was rocky and hard. It would be difficult to dig into, and that would be any settling unit’s first act, to form a foundation for any structure they built.

      If that wasn’t enough, there were irregular vents that spewed boiling hot steam high into the air. There was no running water that I could detect. And as well as dark clouds bringing regular hail and snow, there were icicle storms that flung shards of ice as long as my forearm to the ground even as the sky lit up in spectacular lightning displays.

      Despite all this, I had found evidence of past civilizations. Mostly buried in the ice, the ruins suggested that these civilizations had once flourished in that inhospitable place.

      My job was to figure out if it was possible for others to live there as well, or if the conditions that had allowed it had somehow changed.

      So far, my gut response was that it would be too costly to try, both in terms of money and lives that would be lost.

      But that didn’t mean the Company wouldn’t try. That decision was above my pay grade, and it depended at least in part on what sort of return they thought they could get for the resources they mined.

      “Surface temperature, negative twenty-two degrees Fahrenheit, negative thirty Celsius. Windchill brings it down the equivalent of another five degrees. Wind at a steady seventeen miles per hour, that’s twenty-seven kilometers per hour, occasionally gusting higher. It’s getting colder. I have to admit, I wouldn’t want to be caught out in this once the sun sets.”

      It was just one of my regular reports, spoken so that it would be recorded. My support would be listening, but wouldn’t respond unless there was a need to do so. I found myself flexing my fingers within the thermal suit. It was pretty good at keeping the worst of the conditions at bay, but the tips of my fingers and my feet both still felt the cold, and my skin on my face was starting to go numb despite my face shield.

      I took in the position of the sun and decided to call it a day. “Heading back to the shuttle now. I will use the shuttle sensors to continue monitoring conditions overnight.”

      So saying, I turned back to where I had touched down, and began making my way across the ice and the snow.

      Despite the horrendous conditions, there was still both plant and animal life eking out a meager existence on this world. Until then, those I’d seen had been fairly small and relatively harmless.

      So when a large, very obviously predatory monster attacked from nowhere, I was taken by surprise.
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      The beast was huge. Fully twelve feet tall, it was a six-legged monster made of muscle and teeth. It had managed to get close to me by approaching with the wind. I had been instinctively half turning away from it to avoid getting ice in my face.

      And it was white. Covered in thick, shaggy hair, it was an abominable snowman come to life.

      “Fuck,” I managed even as the monster abandoned all efforts of stealth and let out a roar as it flung itself at me. It was all I could do to drop the sampling container I’d been holding and scamper back, drawing my plasma blaster at the same time.

      But the beast was quicker than it had any right to be for something that big. My sensors told me it must have weighed close to two thousand pounds, yet it propelled itself across the icy rocks with the lightness of a much smaller creature.

      I managed to squeeze one blast off before the creature backhanded the blaster out of my grip. I watched the weapon clatter over the ice and disappear into a crevice, my single shot having been absorbed by this demon ape’s flesh as if it was nothing.

      “Fuck,” I said again, backpedaling as fast as I could, scrambling to put a bit of distance between it and me.

      “Assessor, could you repeat your last transmission?” came a voice through my comms unit.

      Even as I scrambled for my life, ducking beneath this monster’s swinging arm, I couldn’t help but stifle a laugh.

      “Sure,” I said to my support as they orbited high above. “Fuck!”

      In the back of my mind, the monster from old Earth’s mythology bubbled to the surface. The monster that was after me could have been King Kong’s albino brother, if giant, scary apes came with an extra set of limbs.

      I ducked under another wild swing, conscious that my efforts were frustrating the monster, and picked up an ice-covered rock as big as my head. I hurled that rock as hard as I could, aiming for the monster’s face.

      I knew I couldn’t kill it. I wasn’t David, and this brute wasn’t Goliath. But I hoped to distract it long enough to find somewhere to hide.

      “Assessor, could you clarify what you meant by your last broadcast?” came the voice through my comms link.

      I let loose with a string of curses that I’m sure my superiors would have wondered about, danced backward toward a jutting rock, then threw myself to the ground.

      Puffing loudly into my face plate, the adrenaline coursing through my veins, I strove for a certain amount of professionalism. After all, this could have been my last message, and I still had a job to do.

      “Apologies,” I said. “I am under considerable duress. Have encountered a large, local predator. Sensors indicate a simian makeup, twelve and a half feet tall, weighing approximately two thousand pounds. Lifeform shows considerable intelligence. It attacked using the local environment to hide its approach. Would advise approaching armed and with extreme caution, or not at all.”

      I’d managed to position myself with an ice-covered boulder between the monster and me. The simian brute swung a mighty paw at the boulder, connecting with such force that ice and snow exploded and the top part of the boulder disappeared.

      It was a prodigious display of strength, but it also gave me just enough time to act.

      I turned my back on the monster for the first time and ran as fast as I could.

      King Kong’s albino brother roared in frustration. I prayed quietly to myself that it was an ambush predator, and would fall off its attack at the first hint that it would have to do any real work.

      At the same time, I voiced another update to the orbiting Company ship. “Primary weapon lost. Am attempting to discourage predator through other means.”

      There was silence on the other end, for a moment. Then, to my surprise, the voice returned.

      “Good luck,” it said.

      I had no idea if the speaker was male or female. The Company in all its wisdom decided that actual human connections would be a distraction to those in my line of work. So they did what they could to limit those distractions.

      The voice was electronic and androgynous.

      In all the years I had worked as an assessor, I could count on my hand the number of times when anyone I had spoken to had actually seemed human.

      I found myself smiling even as I reached a flat plane of ice and charged across it.

      Long distance running had never been my forte. But this was more of a sprint, and the enhancements the Company had given me proved beneficial. Not the sub-dermal mesh, or the carbon fiber they’d attached to my bones. But the mitochondrial enhancements that gave me far more strength than normal.

      A quick glance over my shoulder showed me that King Kong’s ugly brother was more than willing to give chase. It lumbered about on the ice, all six of its limbs flailing as it galloped like a rhinoceros behind me, roaring all the while.

      “Fuck,” I muttered again even as I looked about, seeking some sort of option.

      But there was nothing. Just endless plains of ice, stretching out as far as I could see with the icy wind taking much of my visibility away. I couldn’t even make out any more jutting rocks behind which to hide, and if there was a crevice deep enough for me to drop into, then I couldn’t see it.

      If this were a forest world, at least I would have been able to find a branch or something and use it like a club. But there was nothing. I couldn’t even see any more random chunks of rock to throw.

      “Support, you don’t happen to be able to target the beast following me, do you?” I asked, striving to keep my voice clear even as I puffed and panted into my face shield.

      “Apologies, assessor,” came the neutral reply. “Atmospheric conditions would prevent targeting even if we were in a favorable phase of the orbit—which we are not. Even if I was able to get authorization for such an action, I would not be able to act on it for another forty-six minutes and seven seconds.”

      “Fuck,” I said again. Forty-six minutes and seven seconds was a lifetime. If I was still alive by then, likely, I would no longer need any help.

      “I am sorry, assessor. You are on your own.”

      I cursed under my breath some more, my concern for professionalism no longer a high priority. At the same time, I acknowledged the support person’s efforts.

      “Thank you anyway,” I said between gasps of air.

      By then, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to outrun the beast behind me. The best I could do was stay just a few paces ahead, and that would never be enough. Sooner or later, I would miss a step, or just run out of breath, and that would be that.

      I much preferred the idea of facing my adversary head-on, like a gladiator in an arena.

      As my lungs gasped for air and I willed my legs to keep going, I found myself wondering if it was even possible. If I could go up against such a monster with nothing but my strength and my wits, and come out on top.

      Unlikely, I thought to myself, and prepared to turn and find out.

      Before I did so, I had another thought. “Support, can your sensors pierce this world’s atmosphere? Can you see anything of use in my immediate area?”

      Because of the icy wind, visibility was low. For all I knew, I could be right on top of something that could help me and I’d never know it.

      “Do you have anything specific in mind?” the neutral voice spoke in my ears.

      “How the fuck should I know?” I demanded, then immediately regretted my tone. “Look, I can’t see shit down here,” I explained as I panted for breath. “My own sensors are useless. Can you tell me if there’s any geographical feature that might help? A crevice where I can hide. An outcropping of boulders with a gap in the middle. Something that might give me an advantage over this beast behind me!”

      My lungs were straining now, the muscles of my legs, chest, even my shoulders starting to ache with the effort I was putting in. I knew that the beast was still close behind me. I could hear it galloping along, could hear the determination in its breath as it did all it could to run down its prey.

      Once again, I considered spinning about, if only to deliver a heavy right hook into the beast’s ugly face. But I doubted the satisfaction I might gain from the action would last more than a heartbeat or two.

      “Request understood,” came the voice in my ear. “Please hold.”

      I cursed to myself again, wondering how long my support expected me to wait, but the voice returned within just a few moments.

      “Turn to your left by forty-five degrees. There seems to be a hollow beneath the ice shelf you are on. If you can get there, it might offer you the protection you need.”

      I gasped my thanks and angled to the left, my inbuilt mapping software ensuring I was on target.

      I realized belatedly that the voice hadn’t told me how far I needed to go, and was on the verge of asking the question when the answer became clear. In front of me, there was an opening in the ice, just large enough for a man of my size to slip through.

      I didn’t hesitate. Didn’t even slow down. I dropped through that gap in the ice as if it could save me, with no true understanding of what it might lead to.

      The simian monster behind me voiced another of its titanic roars just as the ice vanished beneath my feet.

      For one heartbeat, two, and half of a third, I was freefalling. Then I hit the ground, catching most of my weight on my feet and collapsing in stages, absorbing the impact with my knees, my hips, leaning into it to turn my momentum into a roll.

      It still hurt like a bitch, the slightly-above-earth-normal gravity catching all of my weight and letting me feel it.

      For long moments, I lay on the icy ground, just breathing. Then, when I was sure I still lived, I heaved myself upright and looked around.

      As support had said, I was in a sort of underground cave. Twenty feet above me, the ceiling was a thick chunk of ice through which I could make out the sky. It was like I was under a dome, with the only point of access being the Adam-sized hole through which I had fallen.

      The monster was still there above me. It was peering down at me through the hole, intermittently attacking the edges with its oversized fists.

      All I could do was hope that the ice was thick enough to support it. Because even the most cursory glance had told me that this cave was a dead end. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

      If the monster above found a way down, I would be toast.

      “Fuck,” I muttered once again.
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      The cavern might have been a dead end, but it wasn’t empty. Even as the gorilla monster tried to make the hole big enough that it could come down and join me, I spoke into my comms pickup.

      “I’m in a sort of underground cavern with no exits save for the crack in the ice overhead. The cavern is, according to my sensors, just over sixty feet in diameter. As with other parts of this world, there is evidence of a previous civilization. If I had to guess, I would say this chamber might have been used for some sort of rituals. There are markings on the floor, symbols that may or may not have meaning. It is a complex pattern, and I’m brought to mind the idea of a pentagram. Perhaps whoever carved the pattern into the rock intended to summon demons.”

      I said the last half-jokingly. I had no true insight into what the symbols were for.

      “Do you see anything that could help you against the predatory life form?” the voice in my comms unit said.

      The monster in question let out another ear-shattering roar from above, as if deliberately reminding me that it was still there. I knew that my situation was grave, yet I still mustered a laugh.

      “Not unless I actually can summon a demon,” I said. Then I continued with my description.

      “Near the east wall, there are two pillars that look to be made of some ceramic material. They look to be in a well-preserved state. There are additional symbols carved into them. It all looks surprisingly modern. Not the sort of thing I would expect to see on an alien, historical site.”

      Chunks of ice began to crash down from above. The simian monster’s efforts were beginning to pay off. I was under no illusions. If it continued doing what it was doing, King Kong’s alien brother would tear a hole big enough for it to come through, and then I was done.

      At a pinch, I knew I could hide behind the columns. Perhaps I could dance back and forth long enough to keep myself alive for a few seconds. But sooner or later, the monster would catch me, no matter what.

      There was one other item of interest within the cavern.

      “Next to the columns, there is a low console type of thing, also made out of that ceramic material. It looks like some sort of control panel. Again, there are runes of some sort on the top, and a raised circular thing that could be a dial, or it could be a go button, if this was human technology.”

      Out of no more than curiosity, I reached out to touch some of the runes.

      I expected nothing at all. I had no idea how long this place had been buried in the ice, but ‘centuries’ would have been my first guess.

      I was revising my assumption that it was a place of ritual. It looked more technological instead.

      But I never would have thought it could still be active.

      Yet I would have sworn the rune glowed bright blue for a moment at my touch.

      “What the hell?” I said out loud, even as the monster above continued pounding on the ice. Such was the thing’s strength that the whole cavern shook with its efforts. Another chunk of ice crashed down, to shatter on the rune-covered floor.

      I reached out again, and this time I was sure. There was life within this ceramic console before me.

      Partly out of curiosity, and partly to distract myself from my approaching doom, I kept fiddling, waving my hands over the runes, and eventually turning the dial.

      As soon as I did that, instead of just echoes of life shining through the runes, I heard the sound of hidden machinery waking up.

      It wasn’t much. Just a thrum of power, but as soon as I heard it, everything in the cavern changed.

      The monster trying to break its way in didn’t seem impressed in the least, but I found myself looking around and giving a low whistle.

      “Support, you’re not going to believe this, but there is an active technology here. It was dormant when I entered the cave, but now it is not. The patterns everywhere have all lit up. There is a soft blue glow emanating from all the runes.”

      The monster above gave a particularly loud bellow, expressing its frustration at being unable to break through the ice. Yet it was getting close. A chunk of ice half as big as me broke free and crashed to the ground, shattering into a million fragments that skittered this way and that.

      “Assessor, do you have any idea what the technology you have found is for?”

      “If you have any ideas, by all means, let me know what they are,” I said into my comms pickup. Then I did the only thing I could. I pressed the various runes on the console in a random order, hoping that it would produce some sort of recognizable effect.

      At first, there was nothing beyond the ongoing thrum of the hidden machinery.

      But that all changed when I pressed the dial like the button it seemed to be.

      The thrum of machinery kicked up five gears all at once. The cavern seemed to shake, and I wondered if my actions would lead to the whole thing coming down on my head. Even if that was the case, there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, so I just stood there and watched.

      The glowing runes on the floor, console, and columns grew ever brighter, filling the cavern with such light that I had to cover my face.

      I heard a loud popping sound, a series of audible explosions, one after the other.

      And then, just like that, the machinery calmed down, the light faded, and all was back to how it had been before.

      Except for one change.

      The columns stood as before, just over five feet apart and twice that in height. But where before I would have been able to walk between them without issue, now there was some sort of barrier in place.

      It looked to be liquid. Like I was looking at a pool of water held upright by the columns.

      For a moment, I could do nothing but stare.

      “Assessor? Please describe what is happening. There was a sound. Are you still with us?”

      I realized support had been talking in my ear for some moments. “Apologies,” I said. “The technology activated. It has produced some sort of field—”

      And that was as far as I got. The monster above hadn’t paused in its efforts. It had been pounding on the ice above ever since I dove through the gap.

      The ice couldn’t take any more. A large section beneath the creature’s feet had been cracking, and it chose that moment to give way once and for all.

      An avalanche of ice came crashing down, and with it came the simian monster from hell that had chosen me as its lunch.

      If I hoped that the fall might injure it, perhaps even kill it, then that hope was short-lived. It had landed awkwardly, on its side, but flipped itself back to its feet in a heartbeat.

      It gave a very canine shiver, freeing its thick pelt of chunks of ice, then spun about until it was looking right at me.

      The monster loomed over me, its impressive bulk seeming to fill the chamber. It bellowed at me in anger, as if blaming me for being a difficult meal. Then it threw itself in my direction.

      This was it. I was about to be ripped into shreds, or whatever this beast’s preferred method of murder might be. I had barely an instant with which to react if I was to prevent my own imminent demise.

      But as soon as the machinery in this cave had activated, I had understood what it was.

      The liquid field between the two columns. It was clear enough that I could see shapes through it.

      And not just the middle of the cave. What I was seeing hinted at somewhere else completely.

      I wasn’t completely sure I was right. Portals were a known technology, but they were huge things, set in empty corners of space to prevent the forces involved impacting nearby worlds.

      This was much smaller. Yet I couldn’t help but believe that’s exactly what I was looking at.

      In the moments I had left, I put my theory to the test. I hurled myself toward that liquid field, trusting that it wouldn’t kill me on the spot.

      I felt a moment of incredible cold that my thermal suit couldn’t protect me against. It was as if all of the nerve endings in my body had been frozen, and it was the most intense pain I had ever known. But it was mercifully brief, and the next thing I knew, I was on another world completely.
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      I had time only for the most cursory analysis.

      Temperature: 84°F/29°C.

      Wind speed: 2 mph/3.2 kph.

      Gravity: 1.3 x Earth normal.

      Immediate apparent threats: none.

      I was on a beach, with glistening white sand all around, apart from an area of stone marked out in exactly the same fashion as the cave I’d just left. There was an equivalent pair of pillars, next to a control panel, all of which boasted runes that were glowing in just the same way.

      Even the watery field between two pillars was the same, and I could hear the distant thrum of hidden machinery.

      Beyond that, it seemed like I had emerged into a tropical paradise.

      I wanted to just take a moment to relax for a while. Maybe go for a swim. But before I did anything, I spoke into my comms pickup.

      “Support?” I said.

      Nothing.

      Not that this was a surprise. The range of my comms unit was sufficient to talk to a support ship in orbit. But even if this place was in the same solar system—which I doubted, given that the sun was deep red and just seemed older—I was out of range.

      Then the surface of the liquid field between the two pillars started to bubble and froth.

      Next thing I knew, the massive creature from the ice world began to emerge.

      It had obviously paused for a moment before following me into the portal. But not long enough for me to do anything useful.

      As fast as I could, I started to run. Not away from the portal. It was my one chance to get back to where I was supposed to be. Instead, I ran around until I was on the other side.

      The monster had to turn sideways to get through the portal. But if there was some sort of limit in terms of mass that the portal could handle, then the simian creature was under that threshold. It hit the ground as if traveling by portal was something it did every day, and spun about in another quick circle, looking for me.

      It showed no curiosity about where it was in the least. No fear, no nothing. It simply accepted the transition and followed me around behind the portal, instinctively understanding that it couldn’t take a shortcut back through the middle.

      Cursing under my breath, I kept running. It was like a game of tag where the portal was a barrier between opponents, with both parties dancing backward and forth.

      But the game of tag didn’t last long. At my first opportunity, I dove back through the portal, gritting my teeth against the moment of cold that was the price. As soon as I emerged, I lunged for the control panel.

      I intended to shut the portal off, trapping that abominable monster on a far distant world.

      And my instincts were correct. Hitting the raised circular button did the job, immediately shutting off the glowing runes. The liquid field between the two pillars remained intact for a half second more, then vanished as completely as if it had been there.

      But in that time, in that brief moment, the simian creature had followed me through.

      The top half of its massive body had made the transition. It was reaching toward me, and had opened its mouth to roar once again, when all of a sudden, the bridge between worlds collapsed.

      The top half of the monster fell to the cave floor, sheared off from the rest.

      It didn’t kill the beast immediately. But it took all of the fight out of it. The simian monster’s eyes opened wide with fear and shock. Then it seemed to relax, breathing out a long, slow sigh.

      Its arm twitched once, then again, and then the beast was still.

      I stared at the monster for some seconds. Then I spoke into my comms pickup again.

      “Support, I have something to report,” I said. “And I think I’d better do it in person.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a bit of a shock to realize that the events I was talking about had happened just a few short months earlier.

      I could remember every last detail, including the stench of the simian creature’s foul breath, the way its eyes looked like those of a gorilla, deep and brown and full of intelligence.

      I could even remember the way the cold made the tips of my fingers numb through the thermal suit. I’d like to believe that if it weren’t for that, I would never have lost my grip on my plasma blaster, and the whole tale might have ended very differently.

      Throughout my story, Deeve mostly just listened, asking only a few questions here and there. But when I paused at the end, she shifted against my shoulder.

      “How did you get out of the cave?” she asked me. “Did the support crew send someone down?”

      I laughed at the idea. “No. While it’s not unheard of for the Company to send a backup team, for the most part, assessors are out on their own. The gorilla-thing had broken a significant chunk of the ice dome apart—and extended the hole almost to above the pillars. I spent a few minutes hauling chunks of ice into place, making a sort of staircase against one of the pillars. I climbed up to the top, and from there, I was able to swing myself back up into the wind.” I shrugged as if it wasn’t that big a deal. “Then I made my way back to my shuttle.”

      I poked at the fire with a stick that was getting quite singed at one end. The wood we’d gathered was fairly wet, and the fire hissed and sparked regularly as a result.

      “I still don’t understand,” Deeve said. “So you found a portal. Why would that matter enough for the Company to put you in chains?”

      I stared at the low flames, remembering a series of very uncomfortable conversations.

      “The Company is the single most powerful entity in the known universe. World governments bow to it as a matter of course. The CEO, Chairman, and several of the top-ranking officials are part of the governing body that world governments look up to.”

      “Yeah, and the sky is blue, and grass is green. What of it?”

      “Where does that wealth come from?” I asked.

      It was a simple question. Everyone knew the answer. “They control interstellar travel,” she said.

      “Exactly. Anyone who wants to travel between worlds has to use their services. They control the network of interstellar portals. They own the space stations that support that network, and the vast majority of interstellar spaceships that we use. The Eve Transport that brought us here. That was a Company ship.”

      I threw another branch onto the fire, hoping that it had dried out enough to do some good.

      “But it’s never been easy. The interstellar portals are all in empty regions of space. To get there, we need to travel in ships, hurtling through the void at close to lightspeed, most of us in cryo sleep to make the journeys seem shorter.”

      Deeve nodded. “So,” she said. “You’re saying that the existence of another portal network, one that doesn’t require such efforts, would put their power and wealth at risk?”

      “More than that. Because this network isn’t theirs. They can’t claim it in any way. And it’s so much easier to use. No need for spaceships at all. I crossed between two worlds in barely an instant, not once, but twice, and all it cost was a moment of pain. That network of portals doesn’t just put the Company at risk. To them, it is a true existential threat.”

      The implications of it all were starting to get through. Deeve made a noise that expressed her amazement.

      “I’m surprised they didn’t just kill you on the spot,” she said.

      I let out a laugh. “So am I.”

      Then I thought about it. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they killed my support person, and possibly the rest of the crew. Anyone up to a certain security level. As for me, I just don’t think they could decide what to do with me. After all, assessors like me are known to be loyal.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Funny thing is that the one thing they could do to shake that loyalty was to treat me like some kind of enemy. If they’d just asked me to shut up and carry on with my job, I would have done so. Instead, they put me in chains and shipped me off to some prison world at the edge of the galaxy.”

      There was a moment of silence.

      “Good thing for us that they did,” Deeve said.

      “Yeah, maybe. Bad thing for them, though, if I have any say about it.”

      There wasn’t much more to be said. After a few minutes, it became clear that Deeve had dropped off to sleep. I sat where I was, thinking back to all the questions, the fear in the eyes of those who asked them, and everything else that had happened.

      All I’d been trying to do was survive for a few extra minutes on a hostile world. Turns out, I had opened Pandora’s box.

      I thought about it all for a little while longer, then let out a sigh. Maybe one day I would be able to get my revenge. Until then, I intended to keep the girls safe, to build upon what we had already achieved, and to keep watch as Deeve slept beside me.
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      It was an enjoyable night, if night was the right word on a world perpetually caught in twilight. There was something appealing on a deep, primitive level about having a beautiful woman rely on you for protection and warmth. Even the close proximity just felt good to me, in a way that would never grow old.

      And the jungle itself. Hidden behind a curtain of oversized leaves, I couldn’t see much. But I could hear it. The ongoing cries of the creatures within, the squeaks, the howls, the different calls back and forth. By then, I had a pretty good idea of what creature belonged to each voice, and knew with a fair degree of certainty that none of them would brave the protection offered by the plant that we carried.

      We were both even dry in our ponchos, with the boulder at our backs angled to keep the perpetual drizzle away.

      All that was lacking was something to occupy my hands as the hours drifted by.

      After a small number of hours Deeve woke up and took over the watch so I could get some rest. I would catch up properly when we got back to the village, but figured an hour or so now wouldn’t go amiss.

      I leaned back to rest my head on the rock behind me and closed my eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Breaking camp was a matter of having a quick breakfast of dried meat and fruit, and kicking the fire out with booted feet. Then Deeve and I donned our packs, checked that the plants we carried with us were still viable, and set off.

      I quickly noticed that she was limping.

      “You okay?” I asked, very much aware that the question was becoming a repeated refrain.

      The athletic woman grimaced. “Stiffened up a bit overnight,” she said. “Feels like I have a bruise across half of my ass.”

      Despite her words, she seemed cheerful enough, and she didn’t stop walking. “I’ll be all right,” she said. “The walk will loosen up the muscles.”

      I nodded, but kept half an eye on her as we carried on, and while she no longer moved with all of her natural grace, her limp did fade a little, and she made no complaints.

      We made decent time. With the map in my head, I knew where we were to the nearest inch, and when we were maybe twenty minutes out, I mentioned that fact to Deeve.

      “About time,” she responded, and I heard the relief in her voice. I figured she’d been hiding much of her discomfort, and called her out on it.

      “If your bruises are bothering you, you should have said something.”

      “How would it have helped?” she responded.

      “I could have carried your pack for you, for one,” I said.

      The athletic woman turned her usual grin my way. “Of course you would have. And it would have been much easier for me if you had. But sometimes a woman doesn’t want to feel entirely helpless.”

      “That’s not what this is about,” I said.

      She waved my response away. “Oh no, I get it. It’s about what makes the most sense at the time. But what you don’t seem to realize is that you’re a natural born hero. While it feels good to have you swoop in and pluck us out of a burning building or whatever before turning and flying away, sometimes we just want to feel like we’re doing our share.”

      I started to protest once again, but she was having none of it. Still smiling, she shook her head.

      “No more protests,” she said. “I came with you on this trip—well, I actually came to have the chance to bang your brains out in private, but that’s another story—I came with you to help carry this fabric back to the village. Maybe I’m not as strong as Uma, and maybe I’m not as good as some of the others at turning sticks and mud into walls, but I still do my part. And I’m more than happy for the others to see it.”

      Finally, I understood. In the time we’d all been together, we had effectively formed a small community, with everyone playing their part. Even Jayloo and Sydney, who perhaps weren’t as physically gifted as some of the others. Everyone quite obviously did what they could to help out.

      Deeve was just making sure that the others knew she was doing what she could as well.

      “Okay, I get it,” I said. “But you have to let Tess have a look at your scrapes and bumps when we get back.”

      Deeve didn’t even try to argue. She just nodded and increased her pace a little as we made our way back.

      There was no one on sentry duty when we reached the village wall. The wall, combined with Zara’s electrified extension, made it largely unnecessary. And with Kia’s talent for sensing danger before it happened, and the protection offered by the plant as well, the girls were as secure as could be.

      I admired our handiwork even as Deeve and I approached the main gate. The wall had held up better than I had hoped in this world of perpetual rain. I’d feared that all it would take was a bit of dampness and all our hard work would fall apart.

      But the ash we’d mixed in at the start had done the trick, and we’d hung a row of cloth above it all as a sort of extended umbrella, guiding much of the drizzle away from both the mud wall and the electrified cables.

      That wasn’t all we had done. In the time since the blue flower that protected us started to bloom once again, I had gone on several trips to scavenge additional supplies.

      The girls and I had been industrious, building additional sections of wall, doing what we could to extend the secure zone all the way around the village, rather than just the small section we used most often.

      Perhaps it wasn’t entirely necessary to do so. But in the couple of weeks during which the plant had bloomed with much less vigor, several of the girls had gone a bit stir crazy.

      Deeve was one of them, Jayloo was another, but not even Uma had been completely immune. If I was honest, I didn’t enjoy the feeling of being trapped in such a small space either, but I’d sucked it up and set a good example.

      Only Tess, the medical officer, had seemed content to live her life within such a small area.

      When the plant had burst into full bloom once again, there was barely any discussion. Expanding the protected area was our top priority.
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      With a quick and largely unnecessary check to make sure there were no dangerous creatures around, I unlocked the gate and swung it wide. With an audible sigh of relief, Deeve ducked through, and I followed closely behind. We brought our packs to where the girls were busy with their work, and dumped them down on the ground.

      Almost as one, Uma, Zara, and Sydney paused in their efforts to greet us.

      I remembered one time returning from such an expedition, the greeting hadn’t been so positive. Jayloo had gotten herself poisoned, and for a while, no one had been quite sure if she was going to make it. But this time, there was no indication of that, with everyone full of smiles and questions.

      “Did you get what you were after?”

      “How was the trip?”

      “Did you and Adam enjoy your time together?”

      We answered the questions as best as we could, and responded with a few of our own.

      “Is everything all good here?” Deeve asked, and Uma replied with a confident nod.

      “Where’s Tess?” I asked.

      Immediately, the Commander’s face creased with alarm. “She’s in her hut, or so I imagine. Why? What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing,” Deeve repeated, with a laugh. “Just a few scrapes and bruises.”

      Mollified, Uma nodded, and without any conscious realization of what she was doing, she launched into an update of how things had been going.

      “Since you’ve been gone, we’ve added another thirty feet to the wall. Zara thinks that with what you’ve brought this time, assuming it’s about the same as last time you went, that should be enough. Our problem isn’t fabric, but the cable that Zara uses to electrify our defenses.”

      I found myself grinning at her. “What?” she said.

      “Nothing,” I said. I didn’t want to tell her that it seemed that she had handed her mantle of leadership over to me completely. She had been the transport’s commander, but not the captain.

      I’d thought she might see me as a threat to her authority, but that hadn’t proven to be the case. From what some of the others had said, when I was away, Uma spent much of the time fretting until I got back.

      “Anyway, we were thinking that the next time you go out, your focus should be on finding more of that cable. Which probably means looking for a new ship. Does that make sense to you?”

      Still grinning, I responded. “It does. But there’s something I would like to do first.”

      Uma’s expression became puzzled. She was so focused on the task at hand that she had barely paused to breathe. “And what’s that?”

      “I’ve just gotten back. Before I head away again, I’d like the chance to relax. Maybe eat something. Possibly even take a moment to rest.”

      Uma blinked at me. “Oh,” she said. I’d seldom seen the big woman flustered, but just at that moment, that’s exactly what she was. She didn’t turn pink with embarrassment as some of the others might have done, but she did allow herself a rueful smile. She shook her head. “Of course.”

      She relaxed as she said it, and her quiet acknowledgement of her own single-mindedness was enough that several of the others had to laugh.
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        * * *

      

      As the girls were getting ready for the evening meal, I took the time to soak in one of the larger pools that we’d designated for bathing. Even though we spent most of our lives in the wet, it still felt good to strip down and relax in the cool, clear water.

      It seemed to have a healing quality to it, and I could feel the aches and pains that inevitably turned up when I traveled just ebbing away.

      I thought vaguely that the only way it could be improved would be if the water was warm, and I wondered if Zara might be able to come up with something clever to make that happen.

      Meantime, I had no intention other than to relax.

      Of course, the pools were public. There was no real privacy to be had, even if we’d all not long ago moved past the need for such things.

      The first of the girls to randomly wander by was Deeve.

      “You look nice and relaxed,” she said, with eyebrow arched and her grin taking on a hint of lasciviousness as she looked me up and down.

      The water was clear, but I had no intention of covering myself. Deeve had seen all I had on many occasions.

      “I am,” I said. I nodded an invitation. “Why don’t you join me?”

      “I’d love to,” the athletic woman replied. “But the doc said I should at least try to keep these bandages dry for a couple of days.”

      She wasn’t wearing her poncho any more, and I could clearly see bandages on one elbow, knee, and sticking out from beneath the shorts she habitually wore within the village. We didn’t have a lot of clothing apart from what we’d been wearing, but we’d managed to scavenge a few items from Zara’s ship.

      “I thought you said it was just a bruise?” I said.

      Deeve offered me a grimace. “Bruises and scrapes. I lost enough skin that Tess thought the bandages made sense. So it looks as if I’ll be avoiding taking a bath for a little while.” She offered me a shrug. “Which suits me well enough, I guess. In truth, all I really want is some food and a chance to lie down. Did you want me to grab you anything from the fire pit?”

      I told her I would see what the girls were cooking later, and she gave me one more lingering look, made a face that expressed regret, and wandered away.

      My next visitor was Kia, the psychic. She drifted toward me as if unaware of my presence, and was humming to herself as she stripped out of her clothes.

      Kia had the body of a supermodel. Slim and graceful, yet voluptuous where it mattered most. I would have been content to watch her undress any time, but it still seemed wrong if she didn’t know I was there.

      “Kia,” I said, and she looked up at me with an expression of surprise.

      “Oh, Adam,” she said. She gave me a broad smile, then colored a little. The psychic’s alien blood had always made her look Elfin to me, as if she was from some fantasy world. “I didn’t see you there.” She bit her lip, hesitating for a moment, unsure if she should continue what she was doing. Then she looked back at me. “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all,” I replied, and that was enough. Kia continued to take off her clothes, piling them up neatly on a flat stone next to the pools, and instead of climbing into the pool she seemed to have chosen, she decided to share mine with me.

      My pool was too deep to be considered a bath. With my feet on the bottom, it would have come up higher than my waist, if I hadn’t been leaning back. On Kia, it came up to her breasts, and a little higher. She smiled her ethereal smile and waded toward me with her arms out of the water as if she was afraid of getting them wet.

      She drew close enough to touch, and the simple contact of skin against skin in the water was enough to cause a familiar stirring.

      The psychic woman studied me closely. “You told her,” she said.

      It wasn’t a question, and I instinctively knew what she was talking about. “I did,” I said.

      Kia nodded thoughtfully. “The time is drawing nearer,” she said cryptically.

      “What time?”

      But she shook her head. “If I tell you, it might not happen.”

      And that was the problem with Kia’s psychic gifts. Perhaps all psychic gifts, although I didn’t have a great deal of experience with others. Cause and effect. Kia could glimpse the future, but didn’t know if her actions could change that future one way or the other. It was one of the first discussions we’d had together.

      A discussion which had ended with us having sex out in the wastelands before we reached the jungle.

      Perhaps Kia was thinking about the same moment. Or perhaps she just knew that I was. Either way, her cheeks started to flush, and she favored me with a broad smile.
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      “Instead of worrying about the future, why don’t we focus on the present?” she said, her words no longer as dreamy and ethereal as usual.

      A sigh slipped from her as the last few millimeters between us vanished. Our lips met and her arms circled around my neck as she tried to get as close to me as humanly possible.

      I couldn’t argue with that. Grabbing her ass, I hitched her lithe form up over my hips. It felt amazing to rub my shaft against her silky folds, which were wet with far more than just pool water.

      Her breath stopped with the sensation, but she didn't pull back from my lips. She simply melted into me.

      Skin to skin, she felt like a little piece of heaven. Enthusiasm began to pour from her as she rubbed back and forth of her own volition against my now throbbing member. Kia’s soft breasts bobbed against my chest, and she sucked on my lower lip as she pulled back.

      “Yes, this is much better,” I said.

      “When you’re right, you’re right,” Kia answered. “And the best is yet to come.”

      With a broad grin on my face and head nodding in agreement, I focused my attention on other parts of her. I pressed my lips to the hot skin of her earlobe and began to kiss her neck. She gave a little squeal and giggled. The sound of her laugh went straight to my cock and now I was aching to be in her.

      “I love it when you do that,” she whispered. Intentionally, I did it again and her whole body shuddered.

      I’d noticed that sometimes, when there was something she really wanted, she could break away from her normal, more dreamy aspect.

      Like then. She moved back to look me in the eye, as focused and present as any of the others.

      The color there was slightly darker than normal with lust. A small, knowing smile lit her face. “Hopefully you’ll love this just as much.” Kia took a firm hold of my shaft and began to move her hand back and forth.

      My head dipped back. “Kia,” my voice came out as a rasp. “You have no idea how good that feels.”

      But two could play at that game, so I tilted her weight back against my arms and ducked my head to suck on one of the pink tipped breasts. Slowly, I licked my way around the soft skin where her nipples were pebbled and erect.

      Kia let out soft moaning sounds, but her hand didn’t stop. I switched to the other breast and after only a few minutes of this, I felt my patience to be inside her slip away.

      Lifting my head, I could see by the expression on her face that she was just as eager to get to the main event. Wordlessly, as if we’d practiced it, she lifted her body up so I could settle my cock between her legs. Shooting her a quick glance to see if she was ready, I found her grin blinding as she sat down on me herself. We moaned in unison at the way she fit me like a glove.

      My heart rate picked up to a quick thunder in my veins as I rocked my hips into her. Gently at first, pulling all the way out each time. Then to a more moderate tempo that was the norm when we were together.

      I brushed my fingers through her silky, wet strands, and her hands explored every inch of my exposed skin. This only heated my blood further, I couldn’t stop myself from thrusting a little deeper each time. A little harder. My fingers trailed to either side of her waist as water splashed all around us.

      Kia made wordless sounds when I let my left hand keep tracking past her hip bone and brushing through the soft patch of curls in the V of her legs.

      I found the spot where she needed me most, and her fingernails gripped into my skin where she’d been massaging my shoulders.

      “Fuck yes, Adam! Just like that.”

      Redoubling my efforts, I plunged into her faster as my own needs scaled the steep wall toward the edge of oblivion.

      “I’m almost there,” she choked out.

      “Wait for me,” I said. “Let me finish with you.” I knew it wouldn’t take long with the way her tight body was squirming around mine.

      “Hurry. I don’t know how much longer I can–” her words broke off into a desperate whimper.

      That sound alone was enough to send my body right to the tipping point. “Okay, I’m ready,” I managed.

      At the exact moment those words left my lips, a movement caught my attention.

      It was Tess.

      Perhaps the ongoing drizzle muted the noises Kia and I were making. Maybe we weren’t being all that noisy, or maybe Tess was lost in in her own world.

      Either way, she’d obviously thought she was alone. By chance, she’d chosen a pool as far away from us as possible. She had just untied the front of her shirt and was slipping it off her shoulders, exposing her glorious breasts for my full viewing pleasure.

      She stopped dead when she spotted me, our eyes locked, and Kia’s pussy squeezed me just right. My load burst from my body, leaving me on cloud nine.

      Kia, having shuddered her last only moments before, relaxed and giggled. “I love when we get to play.”

      She noticed that my attention wasn’t where it should be, and turned, noticing Tess standing there like a deer in the headlights without her shirt on.

      “Oh,” Kia said. “Maybe I should have left you alone after all,” she said to me, smiling as if she knew something I didn’t. “Might have given you a moment to share with Tess.”

      The woman in question quickly did her shirt back up. She mumbled something that didn’t carry clearly, but which sounded like, “Sorry for interrupting.”

      She was gone before I could reply, but I did anyway.

      “No apologies necessary,” I said, and Kia gave a gentle laugh as I spread my arms out in a relaxed position at the edge of the pool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 9

        

      

    

    
      In the jungle—and on this world as a whole—there wasn’t any such thing as morning, noon, or night. Yet the eight of us still kept to a certain rhythm, as biology dictated. After my bath, it was nominally “night time,” and I was looking forward to a solid eight hours of rest.

      To my surprise, Deeve and Uma both chose to join me in my hut, but they made no demands on me beyond that of simple proximity. The three of us enjoyed a night of rest and sleep in each other’s company.

      The next morning, we all once more gathered around the fire pit to discuss what was to happen next.

      It was Jayloo who stated the obvious.

      “You’re not staying,” she said. The purple-haired woman had mellowed a lot since we’d come to the village, but she still couldn’t keep a hint of resentment out of her words.

      “We all know I have to go,” I said. “Even if we had all the cable we needed, it still wouldn’t be enough. I’m not satisfied with this primitive existence, and I’m pretty sure you’re not either. If the things we need to improve our lives here are out there, don’t you want to go get them?”

      “You know I do,” Jayloo said with a huff. “I never said it was logical. I just want everyone to stay here for a bit.” She offered a shrug, not looking at anyone. “Ever since I got myself poisoned, I’ve been a bit paranoid. I don’t want anything to happen to anyone else.”

      It was a valid concern. This world was dangerous. “I will do all I can to keep everyone safe,” I promised.

      She looked at me, her expression surprisingly serious. “What if there’s something you can’t handle? You know what this place is like. What if you get swallowed by some sort of undefeatable leviathan type of thing? What will happen to the rest of us?”

      I was surprised by the intensity behind Jayloo’s question. She really did care, not just about me, but about everyone.

      At the same time, there wasn’t any real choice. “It has to be done,” I said. “Even now, Zara’s protective design isn’t finished. The village is still open to attack, if the blue flowers aren’t in bloom. Something could drop on us from above, through the hole in our defenses.”

      The purple-haired woman looked away again. “I know. I just don’t like it.”

      The others made general noises of support and agreement, but the truth was inescapable. Our protection against the monsters of this world was incomplete. But there was more to it than that as well.

      As well as hoping to improve our primitive life, I still clung on to the possibility of getting off this dangerous world completely. And that would never happen if we all stayed within the village walls.

      “So, our priority is to find more cable. We’ve taken everything usable from Zara and Tess’s ship. The Eve Transport might have more to give, but that’s a long and dangerous trek. And besides, when we left it, the transport was sinking. It might not even be possible to salvage anything else.” I looked around and saw the agreement on the girls’ faces.

      “It’s possible that one or other of the containers in the swamp might contain everything we need. But if so, we haven’t found the right container yet, and we might never do so. So our best option is to seek another downed ship, from the targets Zara has mapped out on her device.”

      On cue, the engineer produced the device in question, and brought up the right screen. As one, the girls shuffled nearer, each of them trying to get a decent view.

      “This is where we are now,” Zara said, pointing to a spot on the screen. “This is my ship, and this is where we found the containers.” She made a movement that expanded the area shown.

      “Before my ship’s systems failed, it was able to locate a number of different potential targets. Here,” she said, pointing. “Here, here, and here. All of these options should be within just a few days’ travel from here. All we have to do is pick the most likely, and see what we can find.”

      The screen didn’t show the area in much detail, but I knew that at least one of the targets was in the part of the world that was in perpetual darkness. Two were within the band of jungle, but were farther away. One was in the wasteland, under the never-ending sun.

      It was impossible to tell by looking at the screen which of these targets was most likely to give us what we needed. I turned to Kia.

      “Do you have any sense about which option is best?”

      The psychic woman had pressed for us to head to the containers in the swamp. At the time, I’d thought that was a mistake, but it was a better choice than it initially appeared. The fabric we’d salvaged proved integral to our efforts to protect the base, and the girls had even found the time to make me a shirt.

      I couldn’t see us developing a cottage industry in clothing manufacture, but the option was there if and when we needed it.

      This time, the psychic woman was less certain. “I don’t know. I can’t say if any of them would be better than the others.”

      “What about dangers?” Uma asked her. “Do you sense any greater or lesser danger associated with these targets?”

      But the big-eyed woman shook her head. “I am sorry. I am sensing nothing.”

      I took that to be a good thing. “Which leaves us with a simple basis for choice. Which one is closest?” I said.

      We all looked at the map on the screen once again.

      Uma began shaking her head. “The closest other target is still farther away than Tess and Zara’s ship, or the containers. And, unless I’m reading this wrong, it’s on the dark side. This world is dangerous enough even when we can see what’s coming. I’m not willing to put our safety at risk by trying to navigate in the dark.”

      It was a fair comment, and mirrored my own thoughts. “So, the target we should aim for is the one in the wastelands?”

      I’d framed it as a question, but there really wasn’t any other option.

      There was a general murmur of agreement all around.

      I drew a deep breath. “We’ve crossed the wasteland before. We know its dangers, and know that we can survive there. But I would expect the plants that protect us would wilt pretty quickly in the heat. Which means we’d have to rely on our own strength and capabilities to keep us alive.”

      “I think you’ve proven yourself pretty good on those metrics,” Sydney said, to a round of good humored chuckling all around.

      I acknowledged the point. “Yes. But it’s been a near thing every now and again. And if you’re wanting to come with me, then it would be best if you know how to handle yourself.”

      I could see Jayloo looking thoughtful. It seemed she wanted to come, but in the end she shook her head.

      Kia actually laughed out loud. “I guess I get to stay here then,” she said.

      “Me too,” said Tess. The medic had shown herself to be a fairly quiet person. She had recovered from the injuries she sustained from the crash, and had proven herself irreplaceable when it came to helping Jayloo recover from the poison. But she was as far away from an adventurer in nature as it was possible to get.

      Yet her expression was full of disappointment, as if she had some reason for wanting to go with me.

      Sydney also seemed to be struggling. “I don’t feel like I’ve been doing my share,” she said. “But in truth, I’m not much of a fighter. So I’ll stay behind as well.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Uma said, stating it is an unassailable fact.

      “Me too,” said Zara. “I might not be as capable as you two, but I can hold my own.”

      The only one left was Deeve. I knew she wanted to come with us as well, but the bandages still visible on her arm and leg suggested she wasn’t best placed to do so. And I could tell by her expression that she knew it.

      Before she could say anything, I spoke to her. “Stay here in the village. Keep the plasma rifle charged. The others will need someone to protect them, with Uma and me away.”

      It was decided. I was very aware that we’d all been here before, and for much the same reason. We’d known that the protection offered by the plant wasn’t permanent, and we’d been looking for options.

      This time, the need wasn’t so urgent. But it was still necessary.

      I just wished we could know in advance that we would find what we needed, to avoid potentially wasting time.

      “Okay,” I said. “I don’t see any reason to put this off any longer. Let’s gather together the supplies we will need, including food, weapons, and water.”

      I expected everyone to just go their separate ways, to do as I suggested. But Jayloo and Sydney had other ideas.

      “We can think of a reason,” the purple-haired woman said with a smirk. “Those of us who don’t go with you on your trips don’t get to see you very much. And it’s been a while since you showed Sydney and me any real attention.”

      It was as clear as day what Jayloo was talking about.

      I wasn’t one to decline an invitation like that. Especially on a world like this one, with dangers around every corner. Who knew when one of those dangers might prove to be too much?

      “Perhaps there is a reason to delay our departure,” I replied with a grin. “For at least a little while.”

      With that, I stood and offered an unnecessarily florid bow to Jayloo and Sydney. “Ladies, lead the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 10

        

      

    

    
      Each girl took one of my hands in theirs and they pulled me toward their hut. Jayloo had her fingers perfectly entwined in mine. Sydney had a more timid hold as they ushered me inside.

      I ducked under the canvas flap that served as a door and was surprised to see a large bed taking up most of their small space, as well as a couple of candles, probably made out of animal fat.

      They had obviously been making improvements during the time I’d been away, and the candles worked well. They burned surprisingly cleanly, without the heavy smoke I might have expected.

      Letting go of my hand, Jayloo took Sydney’s and led her to the oversized bed. They immediately started making out together, and my eyebrows rose at how fast these two got to the point. They were both half naked by the time I even put one knee on the bed.

      “Not trying to leave me out of the fun, are we?” I teased, grinning to let Sydney know I was joking when she popped up to deny it. Her eyes were dazed with lust, full lips swollen from where Jayloo had been nibbling them.

      The purple-haired woman didn’t say a word, just pulled me down on top of her. I went willingly, and hungry fingers explored my body. There were several positions the three of us liked to play in, but Sydney surprised me by joining in quickly. She usually took some warming up. That just proved to me how horny she was.

      Sydney tugged my shirt over my head while I tugged off my pants. “I want you licking me this time,” Jayloo said, taking my cock in her hand and giving it a light squeeze. “It's more fun when I get to see you fuck Sydney.”

      I shivered, growing hot already from her words.

      “Jayloo,” Sydney protested. “I don't want to deprive you of Adam's cock. I know how much you love sitting on it.”

      “It is very nice, but that’s why I want you to enjoy it as well,” Jayloo responded.

      I had to laugh at their words. “Ladies, there’s more than enough of me to go around,” I said. “How about we take turns? First one, then we switch?”

      Sydney’s eyes darkened and her voice dropped to a husky note. “I’d like that.”

      Jayloo was brimming with excitement to get started. Her energy was unbridled. “You know I’m up for it.”

      I pulled their naked bodies toward me, kissing each of them in turn. My hands refused to stay still. I groped a handful of ass here, palmed a breast there, going back and forth until they were both breathing hard and letting out little mewls of sound.

      Their voices alone were working me up, and their hands were all over me too. Sydney’s hand snarled in my hair as I kissed her, while Jayloo ran lines up and down my abs until my dick bobbed, begging to be touched and stroked the same way.

      “Someone’s eager,” Jayloo purred.

      Sydney pulled back as Jayloo shifted her weight, swinging one leg over the top half of my body so I got a full view of her pretty, glistening pussy. Then she dipped her head forward and tentatively swirled her tongue around the tip of my cock.

      Groaning, I waited for her to sink her mouth onto me, but she didn’t. Instead, she licked me like a lollipop again, knowing exactly what she was doing to me.

      “Quit teasing,” I gasped, wrapping my arms around her lower back and tugging her down until her clit was right in front of my face. Jayloo let out a long moan as I licked her from bottom to top, flicking my tongue against her clit.

      Sydney was between my legs. She reached out to fondle and lightly squeeze my balls, which made me thrust into Jayloo’s mouth without warning. Jayloo took me like a champ, sucking a few times, before going deeper and deeper.

      “Fuck, that’s good,” I growled.

      Reaching between our bodies, I found Sydney’s hot, wet center as well. I marveled at how she sucked in a breath and leaned into me as I pushed two fingers deep inside her.

      Hearing her, Jayloo lifted herself up, and kissed Sydney as she set her hand to stroking my cock so slowly that I thought I might lose my mind.

      Eventually we were all so worked up, I didn’t think we were going to make it to the main event. But it was Sydney who pulled back and insisted, “I want to sit on you, Adam. I want you to fuck me so bad.”

      Jayloo was practically panting with my tongue on her clit. “I want to see,” she said.

      “My pleasure,” I said, lifting Jayloo up fully until her ass was pressed on my face. I didn’t see, but I definitely felt Sydney climb onto my stomach and line herself up with my raging hard cock.

      “Is this okay?” she asked, beginning to sound timid again. “I could do something else instead.”

      In response, I quickly thrust my hips up, going in almost all the way. Sydney’s insides shuddered around me as she moaned in a voice that was far too sweet for such dirty words, “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!”

      That was all she could say. To be fair, that was the only word floating around in my brain as well.

      Jayloo’s moaning picked up as she ran both her hands down my stomach and up Sydney’s thighs. I had no doubt Jayloo was headed for Sydney’s breasts. I maneuvered one of my fingers to Jayloo’s pussy and slicked a finger through her hot juices as she leaned forward to allow me better access.

      Moments later she was gasping. Her words dissolved into nothing more than a series of unintelligible sounds as I pushed my fingers inside of her. I used three, because I knew she liked a little extra to fill her up good. I fucked her in the same rhythm I was using on Sydney with my cock. My blood was boiling in my veins. There was nothing in the world to me right now other than their scent, their skin, slick with sweat on mine, and the sounds of hot sex.

      The familiar heat built in my stomach, and after a while I reluctantly pulled back, lifting Jayloo’s hips off my face.

      “Getting close. Switch now.”

      I could barely manage the words, sounding like a caveman, but I couldn’t help it. Luckily, they took a little time swapping places, allowing me to cool off a minute. And by the time I found the perfect rhythm we all enjoyed, it was like they hadn’t swapped at all.

      Their legs were shuddering and tightening uncontrollably. Their bodies stiffening as they crept toward the edge. Every time I fucked these two, I always made a bet with myself on which one I could get off first.

      Today, I was aiming for Sydney, since she’d been uncharacteristically bold in asking for what she wanted. I grinned when she did indeed orgasm first. Her entire body was shaking with the force of her release.

      Just as the environmentalist was basking in the afterglow, the purple-haired Jayloo cried out as well. I drilled into her through her orgasm, and the way she tightened around me was too much. I couldn’t handle more than a few pumps before I exploded into Jayloo’s hot, clenching core.

      My voice was not quiet as I roared my release. The girls found it amusing and started giggling. I laughed as well, once I’d caught my breath, and I placed pecking kisses all over their bodies as we collapsed into a pile on the big bed.

      Soon, their breathing evened out. With everything on my mind at the moment, I didn’t think I would fall asleep so quickly.

      I was wrong. It turned out our activities had worn me out just as much as it had them.

      Before I knew it, sleep consumed me.
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      The girls and I were set to go. Each of us wore backpacks the girls had put together out of the canvas that had once been used to keep the rain off our heads near the fire pit. Those sails had been replaced by newer ones made of lighter fabric. There weren’t quite as good at keeping the rain off as the canvas ones had been, but canvas was a far better choice for our packs.

      We also wore our ponchos, complete with the pockets in which we kept the protective plants.

      Uma and I each carried a supply of water in a couple of the smaller containers we had salvaged from the transport. Zara had her handheld device, as well as a selection of tools that we might come to find a use for, all going well.

      In addition, we all carried a selection of weapons. Uma had gone for her makeshift club, the length of heavy metal she’d kept with her ever since the crash. Zara and I had chosen a spear each, and I had my favorite oversized knife with me, a machete that had already seen its fair share of use, and both women had chosen at least one knife as well.

      I would have preferred my club with the spike at the end. As a weapon, it suited me much better than anything else, and I regretted having lost it somewhere in the swamp.

      Each time I’d been back there to harvest more fabric, I’d looked around in the hope of finding it. I knew exactly where to look. I had a detailed map in my head, and wasn’t likely to forget where we’d fought the kraken-monster.

      But I’d failed to locate it. No doubt, it was buried in mud in the swamp. For all I knew, I could have been inches away from wrapping my hands around it before giving up.

      Maybe I would take a moment sometime in the future to drive a heavy spike through a tree branch or something, replicating the heft and weight of the club I had lost. Until then, I would make do with a spear.

      We’d also packed a supply of meat and some dried fruit for the journey. A quick glance at the other two suggested they were ready to go.

      “Do we all have everything we need?” I asked, and both Uma and Zara replied with a nod.

      “Then let’s do it,” I said.

      Of course, it wasn’t as easy as that. The other girls had to say their goodbyes, suffering hugs and kisses all around. It wasn’t exactly a tearful departure, because everyone knew we planned to be back within a week or so.

      But there were dangers in this world. We all knew that this could be the last time we saw each other, despite Kia’s lack of psychic intuition that this might be the case.

      Once that was done, the three of us headed to the gate in the wall, and through it into the jungle beyond.
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        * * *

      

      For the first part of the trip, the going was easy. The aromatic plant kept the predators away, so all we had to do was keep half an eye on Zara’s device to make sure we were on the right path.

      Uma and I also did our best to anticipate hidden dangers. We knew from past experience that the plants’ protection wasn’t complete.

      It wouldn’t protect us if we stumbled into the sort of danger Jayloo had found.

      It wouldn’t protect us from those creatures that hid underground, safe from the aromatic predator repellent.

      And it wouldn’t protect us from the more physical dangers that the jungle boasted.

      A heavy branch could fall from above, crushing us flat. We could stumble into the jaws of a carnivorous plant that couldn’t even sense the aromatic protection. We could even lose our footing at the top of a sharp drop, and tumble to an untimely death.

      Deeve had survived her fall from the tree in part because I had been there to catch her. But if I was to fall? Even if Uma and Zara could move quickly enough, I was too big. Too heavy. Likely, I would just break both of them as well as myself.

      So it wasn’t exactly a walk in the park.

      That said, both Uma and I were well practiced at spotting hidden dangers, and even Zara was getting the hang of it. The three of us navigated our way through the trees for most of the day without any serious incident.

      We traveled largely without conversation. From time to time, Zara hummed out loud to herself, and every now and again, one or other of us would call out a warning about a tree that looked dodgy, or unstable footing. Beyond that, we were comfortable in our comparative silence.

      Uma was never the most talkative of my companions, and Zara was largely all business, calling out directions based on her device and no more. But after we’d been walking a fair while, the engineer started to look around.

      “Are the trees thinning?” she asked.

      “Looks like it,” I agreed. “Keep your eyes open,” I added. “The protection offered by the plant works best within a certain range of conditions. That protection will likely fade as soon as we leave the shelter of the forest itself.”

      “So,” Uma said. “Do we want to take a break here, or press on as much as we can?”

      I studied the Commander for a moment. She was solid, as strong as they came, and proud of it. I knew that she would have pushed on if I said the word. But Zara wasn’t quite as robust. And I thought maybe she was starting to fade.

      “Maybe a short break will do us all good,” I admitted. “Pick a spot. We’ll have a bite to eat, then carry on.”

      We did as I suggested, taking shelter beneath a plant with leaves like giant lily pads. It was like sheltering beneath a natural umbrella, and it was effective enough that we could pull our hoods back.

      We shared some of the dried fruit around, and as we ate, Zara made another observation. “The rain is lighter here too,” she said.

      I was reminded that Zara’s only experience of this world was limited to the jungle. “It will stop completely before we get much farther. Then the trees will fade out, and beyond that, there’s an endless desert wasteland.”

      The engineer looked to the both of us. “You crossed that desert when you crashed,” she said.

      Uma nodded. “Yes. We dragged a sled full of supplies behind us, under the baking sun. It wasn’t an easy trip.”

      “But you made it,” Zara said. I thought she might be having second thoughts about leaving the forest.

      “We did,” Uma agreed. “Although there was a close shave or two.”

      Zara nodded, looking thoughtful.

      “Something on your mind?” I asked her.

      She looked at me. “If the protective plant isn’t going to work out in the desert, maybe we should stay here as long as we can? Like, take a less direct route? It might make the journey a bit longer, but won’t we be safer?”

      It was something I’d thought of as well, but I shook my head. “The plants are already starting to wilt, and they don’t grow this close to the edge of the jungle. We can’t replace them. So the protection they offer is already starting to fade. And in truth, if you take that little blue flower out of the equation, the desert isn’t as dangerous as the forest.”

      “Not as dangerous?” the engineer repeated.

      I let out a brief laugh. “That’s not to say it isn’t dangerous at all. Just that I would prefer to be out in the wasteland than in the jungle if it weren’t for that plant.”

      Zara looked like she was trying to calculate relative dangers based on my answer.

      “We spent many days out in the desert,” Uma added. “Sure, we had to fight our way past a few nightmare creatures, and Sydney got injured along the way. But Adam was able to protect us, with the rest of us to help, all that time. Yet when he and I first entered the forest, seeking somewhere to build some kind of shelter, we were under the canopy for half a day before Adam got himself torn up by the local welcoming committee.”

      I grunted as Uma told this story, not completely sure I was comfortable with it being spoken out loud.

      But Uma didn’t stop. “You’ve seen the scars on his torso? The desert couldn’t do that to him, but the jungle did.”

      Zara stared at my torso thoughtfully, as if she could see through my poncho and the shirt I wore beneath. As if coming to a decision, she nodded. “Right, then. Why are we wasting time here? Let’s go.”

      I smothered a laugh and hauled myself back up to my feet.
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      The sun was just as blazing hot as I remembered, the wastelands just as harsh and barren. Very quickly, the three of us shrugged out of our ponchos, and not too long after that, the sun had baked every last droplet of water out of our clothing.

      “Ahh,” Uma said, making a noise of pure pleasure. “It feels so good to be dry for a change. And to feel the sun on my face!”

      Zara looked at the Commander as if she was mad. “I’ve always hated the heat,” she said. “I mean, I don’t much like the cold either, but look at me. I’m already sweating. You’re talking about being dry, I’m almost wet through!”

      She was right. And, just looking at her, I figured she would struggle if we had to stay in the wasteland too long. But we had plenty of water. I’d made sure of that. And the engineer made no real complaints as we forged our way through first the low-lying bushes and scrubby plants on the edge of the desert, and then the rocky, sandy terrain of the wasteland itself.

      I was more on Zara’s side than Uma’s in terms of temperature preferences, even though I was just as adept at surviving in either extreme. From my point of view, if you were cold, it was relatively easy to put on an extra layer, or light a fire. Or even turn up the dial on your thermal suit.

      But if you were too hot, there was only so much you could do. Only so many clothes you could ditch, and your only options for cooling down were to hide in the shade, or find something to use as a fan.

      That was, unless you happened to be on a world where air-conditioning was common. Which we were decidedly not.

      Of course, it could have been worse. We’d emerged from the jungle at an angle, so instead of staring directly into the overly-bright ball at the edge of the horizon, we were traveling with it a little to the left.

      There was one additional benefit of no longer being beneath a thick canopy of leaves.

      Zara was the first to mention it, but then, she hadn’t seen them before. Almost as soon as the canopy cleared, the engineer paused for a moment, staring upwards.

      “Wow,” she said.

      I had to agree. The moons on this world were spectacular. I could count half a dozen in the sky above us, all different colors, although the red one that seemed to cause the geological instability was nowhere in sight.

      The engineer stood for some seconds, just admiring the view, before she shook herself and refocused on the task at hand. Then she continued to walk, stealing occasional glances at the sky as we went.

      The loss of the protection from the plant was gradual. It didn’t happen all at once, the moment we felt the gravelly earth of the wasteland beneath our feet. But the plants in our poncho pockets couldn’t handle the heat, or the lack of moisture in the air. My senses were sharper than most, and I was acutely aware of when the aroma produced by the flowers had faded to the point where it might not have existed at all.

      “Keep an eye out,” I said as we continued to walk. “There’s nothing left protecting us from predators other than ourselves.”

      I found myself gripping my spear more tightly even as I spoke, and knew that Uma and Zara were doing much the same. At the same time, I kept my head on a swivel, keeping watch all around as best as I could.

      There was a benefit in no longer being surrounded by trees. My vision enhancements were no longer constrained. I could see much farther than a normal human, and with far greater clarity.

      As we walked, I wondered if it would have been better to take Kia along with us anyway. I’d come to rely on the psychic’s ability to sense danger in the same way that Uma had.

      But in truth, the girls in the village only had one real fighter with them, and she was injured. So I was happy to let Deeve and the others have the advantage of Kia’s foresight to help keep them safe.

      We continued into the blazing heat, the immediate landscape a mix between rocky areas and sandy hills, with the occasional boulder sprinkled in for good measure.

      We’d been out under the sun for perhaps an hour and a half when I caught sight of the first hint of danger.

      “Contact,” I said to the others. “Ahead and to the left. In the sand, but coming out of the sun.”

      Instantly, Uma was on guard, striking a defensive pose. Zara hesitated for just a moment, tucking her device away before following suit.

      “What is it?” the bigger woman asked.

      “I’m not sure yet,” I said, my pose mirroring hers as I mentally applied different filters to my visual senses. “I only caught a glimpse… there!”

      I pointed with my spear even though I doubted Uma or Zara would be able to see what I could. Whatever this creature—these creatures—were, their direction of approach made them difficult to see.

      “They’re large, whatever they are. Bigger than you or me. They have fins, sails almost, on their backs. Their movements are sinuous, like a snake.” I frowned and stared harder. “They’re swimming through the sand.”

      There had been rumors of creatures that did that ever since I joined the Company. Massive snakes or worms that swam through the sand on alien deserts. But so far, for me, the closest I’d seen were the tentacle monsters on this very world.

      “Maybe we should find something solid to stand on,” Uma said.

      She was right. At that moment, all three of us were in the middle of the largest stretch of sand we had so far come across. I scanned left and right, and saw a small plateau of rock not too far away.

      “That way,” I said, and the three of us hurried in the direction I indicated.

      I kept watch on the approaching monsters, wondering how they had sensed us. It was like the wolf-things that had attacked on our first day in the desert. They’d seemed to know where we were as well, as had the flying things that had harassed us as the girls and I descended into the canyon.

      These sailed worm-things appeared equally certain of our location, and that we would make decent prey.

      They never hesitated, swimming towards us for all they were worth.

      Uma let out a curse when she first caught sight of them. “Big fuckers, aren’t they?” she said, and Zara’s response was brief and to the point.

      “What the fuck?”

      All three of us moved even faster, reaching the rock plateau with just seconds to spare before the worm creatures reached us.

      I stood at the edge of the rock, my weapons at the ready.

      “Do you think they’re limited to just the sand?” Uma asked, her voice uncharacteristically anxious.

      “I think we are about to find out!” I replied.

      The oversized worm creatures swam closer, half of their bodies above the surface of the sand and half below. I couldn’t help but wonder at how strong they had to be to swim in the sand.

      “Big bastards,” Zara said.

      She was right. The sails projected perhaps eight feet above the sand at the highest point. Each of the monsters—there were four of them—had about fifteen feet of its length visible, with more beneath the sand.

      The four of them approached with such speed and certainty that I was sure they would impale themselves on my spear and Uma’s club, but at the last possible instant, they broke away from the rock. Each worm creature let out what sounded like a hiss of annoyance, and Uma and I shared a look of relief.

      I didn’t mind admitting it, but those things were fearsome. And they didn’t seem to have any weak points. I was afraid that I could stab them a hundred different times with my spear and never hit anything vital.

      But my relief was short-lived. The monstrous worms didn’t simply give up and turn tail. Instead, they very deliberately circled the flat piece of rock we stood on, occasionally hissing toward us, but otherwise giving every impression that they were willing to wait for as long as it took.

      “Now what?” Zara said, putting in words a question that I suspected all three of us had.

      “Persistence hunters,” I said. “Like us.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure I believed it, but there was a theory that human beings succeeded in primitive hunts simply because they didn’t give up. Most animals were built for short bursts of speed, after which they were effectively done. But people could remain on the hunt for days at a time, tracking a wounded animal across miles of terrain.

      If these oversized worm creatures were like that, if they hunted through patience more than through direct attacks, then we could be in trouble.

      “What?” Uma asked. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the worm creatures for a moment.

      “If these things are persistent hunters, then it won’t do us any good to try to wait them out. Eventually, we’ll run out of water or starve to death. But these things, well, look at them. They were born in this world. If they are what I think they are, they won’t ever give up.”

      As I was speaking, one of the worm things erupted out of the sand, its whole body standing upright for some moments before it crashed back down again.

      It screeched the whole time, and it should have hit with a thud. Instead, it was like the sand parted for it, and it continued to swim.

      “What the shit?” Zara asked.

      I couldn’t know for sure, but could hazard a guess. “Intimidation. It’s trying to scare us into getting off this rock.”

      “Well, if intimidation is what it’s trying to do, it’s working!” the engineer said.

      I had to agree, and even Uma seemed to be shaken. She glanced at me and asked in a quavering voice, “What’s the plan? How do we get rid of these things?”

      “I’m working on it,” I said.

      As one of the sail worms passed me by, I lunged out with my spear, the tip barely touching the worm’s skin. Instantly, the monster thrashed about, turning toward me and letting out another of its shrieks. It was faster than I expected, and its intention was clear. It tried to grab hold of my spear, either to rip it from my grasp, or under the assumption that it was part of its meal.

      I was only just quick enough to flinch my weapon out of the thing’s way. The worm creature continued to swim on as if nothing had happened.

      “Well, that didn’t work,” I said.

      “What were you even trying to do?” Uma asked.

      I just shook my head. “Testing it out,” I said. “Seeing what it would do.”

      “Well, you saw. Are you satisfied?”

      I could tell that Uma was badly shaken. Like me, it seemed she hadn’t expected the monster to react so quickly.

      “For the moment,” I said.

      There was nothing else for it. For the next little while, the three of us stood where we were, keeping an eye on the monsters as they circled their prey.
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      “Well, this sucks,” said Uma.

      I couldn’t help but agree. We didn’t have any rocks we could throw. No random sticks of explosives that we could use to either chase the worms off, or end their interest in us once and for all.

      We were just three people with a handful of primitive weapons between us, none of which seemed right for the job.

      But that didn’t mean I was ready to give up.

      “I could try to lure them away,” I began, but both Uma and Zara shook their heads.

      “And get eaten in the process?” Uma said. “Can you match their speed through the sand? Because I’m pretty sure that I couldn’t.”

      I shrugged, accepting that there were indeed flaws with that plan.

      “Well, the only other option I can see is to tackle them head-on.”

      Uma looked at me. “What do you mean?” she asked.

      I managed a grin. “They’re patrolling the sands around this island of rock,” I said. “And their behavior is consistent. They think we’re the prey, and that they are the predators. I think we need to show them they’re wrong.”

      I could see the uncertainty written large on Uma’s face, and Zara was looking at me with a puzzled frown.

      “What do you mean?” the engineer asked, but I had already made up my mind.

      “Dying of thirst is a bad way to go,” I said. “I’m going to take the fight to them.”

      Before either of the women could object, I hefted my spear and focused on one of the sand worms. I’d noticed that their sails didn’t start at the head. There was a two-foot gap on its neck, if such a beast could be considered to have one of those, before the sail began.

      That gave me a target.

      If I could stay away from its cavernous maw with all those sharp, pointy teeth, then I should be fine.

      “Wait–” Uma began, but the time to act had come.

      I drew my oversized blade with my free hand and focused on what I intended to do. Blocking out Uma and Zara completely, I took two quick steps and launched myself off the edge of the rock.

      To the tune of Uma and Zara both exclaiming in surprise, I landed exactly where I intended, draped over the back of the sand worm’s neck, my head and shoulders on one side, my feet dangling over the other.

      Before the monster had time to react, I raised my spear and plunged it with all my strength into the sand worm’s rubbery flesh. My intention wasn’t to damage it, exactly, but to give myself something to hold on to.

      It was then that the monster realized what I was doing. It let out an ear-piercing shriek, and started to twist and turn. I held on for grim death as the creature heaved and bucked beneath me.

      Somehow, in a moment where it bucked hard enough that I floated briefly above it, I managed to twist myself about.

      When I came back down, I was straddling the creature as if it was some kind of demented, angry horse and I was its rider.

      I could feel my heart pounding deep in my chest as well as the sweat forming on my brow. I held onto the shaft of my spear with all the strength in my grip and willed myself to never let go.

      I knew that all the sand worm needed to do was dive into the sand, and this battle would be lost. Perhaps I would have time to scramble back to the rock, or perhaps I would not. Either way, I wouldn’t be able to hold on in such an event.

      But my prod with the spear had served a purpose. I’d wanted to see how these things reacted, and it had shown me.

      The one I’d stabbed had done exactly what this thing was doing, writhing and twisting about, trying to dislodge me with everything it had.

      Even in the height of battle, I couldn’t help but grin.

      The monster’s flesh wasn’t scaly as I had expected. Instead, it was surprisingly smooth. I wanted to withdraw the spear, and plunge it into the thing’s flesh again, perhaps taking out an eye, doing as much damage as I could.

      Instead, I used my oversized knife, stabbing and hacking away for all I was worth.

      The monster responded with fury. Still shrieking, it threw itself about, twisting and turning like a stricken snake, but with the sail on its back preventing it from curling around me. I turned into a savage, hacking bits of its flesh away with every strike, stabbing with my blade to dig deeper, turning it on its end and jamming it into the back like a heavy dagger.

      Through the worst of it, I did what I could to maintain my balance, to keep a grip on my spear, and to pay attention to everything else that was happening as well.

      If these monsters were communal, then I would be in trouble. If its brothers chose to swing by and help, then all I could do was jump free and hope for the best.

      But if they recognized that this sand worm was in peril, they failed to react.

      The other sand worms continued their patrol as if all was right in the world, pausing only when passing my struggling monster.

      The sand worm I was carving into bits retained enough of a sense of self-preservation to lash out at its brothers, and that was enough to discourage them, at least for another round.

      Perhaps the others didn’t recognize what was happening. Perhaps for this species, each individual guarded its prey.

      Either way, I was left to do my grisly work, to the song of the monster continuing to shriek, and Uma and Zara shouting encouraging words.

      It took several minutes for the monster’s thrashing to slow. A couple more before I felt safe in withdrawing my spear, to plunge it in once again. I aimed for where I thought the monster’s brain stem might be, or if it had some sort of spinal column to sever.

      Either it wasn’t constructed that way, or I simply missed.

      Yet the monster’s thrashings were growing weaker and weaker.

      I was smeared with its blood, my hands beginning to ache with the effort.

      But I had the scent of blood, and wasn’t about to let it go.

      I kept at it until the monster finally stopped its struggle and lay still.

      Panting hard, I withdrew my spear once again and looked quickly about. One of the other sand worms was near enough that I didn’t want to take any chances. With my weapons held grimly, I leaped from the ruined back of the sand worm and fled back to the safety of the rock.

      Uma and Zara were on me in moments, pulling me close despite the gore that had turned my shirt red. Then, as fast as that, they each broke away and took turns telling me off.

      “What were you thinking?” Uma demanded.

      “You could have been killed!” Zara exclaimed.

      “We could have found a safer way!” Uma said.

      I just smiled and shook my head.

      “There wasn’t any other way. You both know that. And it isn’t done yet. There are still three more of the monsters to go.”

      So saying, I turned back to watch the scene unfolding before us. A second sand worm was approaching the one I had savaged. It sniffed the unmoving corpse of its brother, moved closer, and sniffed once again. Then it reared up, offered a shriek to the heavens, and took a humongous bite from the carcass.

      The first sand worm’s lack of response was further proof that it was indeed dead. The second sand worm took another huge bite, then a third. But by the time it was ready to have another go, another of its brothers had turned up.

      Instantly, the second sand worm turned and shrieked in a display that was a definite threat. The third sand worm got the message, and continued on with its patrol.

      “Now what?” Uma asked. “Do we just wait? Or what?”

      I found myself flexing my grip on my spear and machete. Even if Uma and Zara didn’t know what needed to happen, I did.

      I moved away from the corpse of the sand worm and the one feeding upon it, and waited.

      The second time around, it was easier than the first. I knew what to expect by then, and knew better how to get the job done. I flung myself boldly at the second worm, jamming my spear in deep, and was already hacking away before the thing knew what had happened.

      In less time than the first had taken, the second sand worm was dead. And by the time it was done, the sand worm that had been eating its brother seemed to be done.

      It was moving much slower than before. Nor was it really circling the island of rock anymore. But it wasn’t heading out into the desert either, and I had no intention of taking chances with this beast.

      It made it easy for me. It stayed where it was when I leaped onto its back as well, and in just a few minutes, the third sand worm was dead.

      That left just one more. By then, I was tired. But I still had a job to do. The last sand worm had found the corpse of the second one I had killed, and was starting to eat.

      This time, I was happy to wait. I’d seen how slow and lethargic these creatures became once they were full, and was more than prepared to accept that advantage.

      When I judged the time right, I launched myself at this one as well, hacking and stabbing for all I was worth.

      Finally, it was done. I was tired. The muscles in my arms and chest ached. But I was uninjured, and more than that, the girls were uninjured as well.

      “I’m very pleased we didn’t run across any of those things last time,” I said to Uma and Zara, who were both looking far more relaxed than they’d done earlier.

      “I’m pleased that they don’t travel in schools of fifty. Come on, let’s get out of here. Hopefully the terrain becomes rockier from here.”

      Despite my words, neither of the girls moved. I looked a question at both of them.

      To my surprise, Uma responded with a smile.

      “Maybe you might think about cleaning yourself up a bit first,” she said. “You look a mess.”
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      Scrubbing blood and gore from my hands, face, and clothing using nothing but sand wasn’t the easiest thing in the world. But I persevered, and even managed to get mostly clean by the time I was done. I had to make use of a handful of water to help clean my face and hands, but we’d brought enough with us that I wasn’t overly concerned.

      I cleaned my oversized knife and spear by running them through the sand enough times that they started to shine.

      As I worked, I noticed that Uma had become a little standoffish. She was looking more grim than usual, her eyebrows knitted into a frown.

      “Uma?” I asked. “What’s the matter?”

      At first, she didn’t seem to want to answer. She bit her lip and turned away.

      “Uma?” I said again.

      “It’s nothing,” she said.

      I waited a couple of heartbeats, but it was clear that she didn’t intend to say anything more.

      I glanced at Zara, but the dark-skinned woman was focused on herself, trying to stay cool in the oppressive wasteland heat.

      “It isn’t nothing,” I said. “You’ve barely said a word since we took care of our sand worm problem.”

      This time, she did respond. “That’s just it, isn’t it?” she began.

      I didn’t know what she meant, and waited for her to continue.

      “We didn’t take care of anything. It was all you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The Commander let out a sigh. “You said it yourself back at the village. You wanted me along because of my strength. Zara, too, but mostly me. And the first time we came upon any real danger, what did I do? I froze in place while you did all the work.”

      She shook her head in disgust at herself. “I might as well not have been here at all.”

      I studied the woman for a moment, allowing a smile to twist my lips. “Do you have the same sort of augmentations that I do?” I asked. “Enhanced strength and speed? Resistance to injury inbuilt in your skin?”

      “You know I don’t.”

      “Do you have the same sort of training I do?”

      “I have some—” she began, but I cut her off.

      “What about experience? Have you spent the last decade or so of your life facing all sorts of dangers on different worlds?”

      The Commander shook her head. “Of course not–”

      “Then why does it matter that I did the heavy lifting with this particular threat?”

      She glared at me, and I was happy to see that some of her self-disgust had turned into anger, and that I was the target. Self-loathing, from my experience, wasn’t particularly useful.

      “You shouldn’t have to do it all by yourself,” she said.

      “And I’m not. Do you think we would have made it this far I’d had to do it all by myself? Do you not remember the things we fought on the first day? The flying things? Or any of the countless other challenges we faced? Do you really think we would have made it this far if you, Deeve, and the others hadn’t done your share?”

      To my surprise, the Commander managed a smile. “Probably, yes,” she said. “You would have managed to find a way.”

      “If it wasn’t for you and the others, I probably would have died out in the desert with my wrists and ankles still bound. And even if that wasn’t the case, do you really think you haven’t made a contribution?”

      I was a little surprised by Uma’s entire demeanor. She’d always seemed so confident and capable. She was the very last person I would have expected to have a crisis of confidence.

      And yet, here we were.

      I wondered if she had yet to come to terms with her place in the group. Maybe she didn’t quite know what to do with herself if she wasn’t the leader.

      It didn’t matter. For now, what I’d said appeared to be enough.

      The Commander nodded her head. “Maybe you’re right,” she said. “Either way, there isn’t much point in hanging around here any longer. Let’s go.”

      The three of us trudged through the sandy wasteland, trying to stick to the harder, stony ground as much as we could, keeping our eyes out for anything hostile.

      If there were more of those sand worms around, we never saw them, and we were fortunate enough not to attract the attention of any other inimical lifeforms. I kept my eyes on a group of distant flyers, but they didn’t seem to get any closer. And we managed to avoid another of those subterranean trap building creatures simply because it had its trap partially open when we drew near.

      But it wasn’t all easy going. Zara was apparently more susceptible to overheating than either Uma or me.

      The dark-skinned woman didn’t say anything. Yet she was audibly panting even when the going was relatively easy, her top was soaked through with sweat, and after a while, she seemed to stumble with increasing regularity.

      Uma noticed it about the same time that I did.

      “Maybe we should stop and rest,” she said.

      I nodded, and looked around for a suitable spot. But we were in an area that offered no real shelter, and, as expected, there was no handy water supply. Which meant anywhere was as good as anywhere else.

      Within my supplies, I had a length of the fabric we were using to build the village walls. I dug it out and slipped my spear and Zara’s into the seams that had been created for the purpose, then dug the tips of the spears into the sandy earth.

      It wasn’t a tent so much as a screen, but it served the purpose of providing some shade against the beating sun.

      As soon as it was in place, Zara collapsed with relief. She lay back, using her pack to rest against, and closed her eyes, breathing deeply.

      “I’ll take the first watch,” I said, but Uma shook her head.

      “No you will not,” she said. “I will.”
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      “It’s too quiet,” Uma said.

      She had indeed taken the first watch. I woke after just a couple of hours to allow her to rest. Zara was snoring softly, and no longer seemed to be in distress because of the heat.

      “It’s amazing how quickly you grow used to the noises of the forest,” I said in reply.

      The big woman nodded. “But out here—I heard something a little while ago, some animal noises in the distance. And the wind making the shade cloth move. Other than that, it seems empty.”

      I looked at her. “I can hear more than that,” I said.

      “Your hearing is augmented as well?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I thought you knew.”

      The Commander smiled. “Go on, then. Tell me what you can hear.”

      I sat and listened for a moment. “Animal noises, as you say. The wind. But I can also hear the sand shifting beneath us. Not because of anything moving it. Just kind of shifting, as if it is moving by itself.” I paused to listened again. “And you know if you think about it, you can hear your own heartbeat? I can hear yours, and Zara’s as well.”

      Uma blinked in a small expression of surprise. “You can really hear our heartbeats?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yours is strong and steady. Zara’s is a bit lighter. And quicker as well. Before we stopped to rest, it was starting to beat faster than it really should.”

      The Commander turned and looked at the sleeping woman. “I thought she would be able to cope with the heat a bit better.”

      “We can only do what we can do,” I replied.

      Uma was quiet for a moment as she thought about what I’d said. “You’re not just talking about Zara,” she said quietly. “You’re talking about what I said before.”

      “Maybe,” I said.

      She drew a deep breath, then gave me a small smile. “Is that the calculating Adam speaking? Just saying whatever it is that I need to hear? Or is there something more than that?”

      I returned her smile with one of my own. Of all the women, the Commander had my respect more than any other. Each of the women added value in their own way, but there was something about Uma’s physical capability that appealed.

      That said, she was also the one whose initial judgment of me had stung the most.

      As if she understood where my thoughts had gone, Uma shook her head, as if letting me off the hook. “It has been clear for some time that you’re more than just the psychopath I took you for at the start,” she said.

      I raised an eyebrow, still smiling. “Well, I guess that’s positive,” I said.

      We’d been effectively sitting side-by-side, staring out into the desert. Abruptly, Uma leaned against me, in much the same way Deeve had done in the jungle.

      It was a familiar gesture, and one which she might not have made if we were back at the village. While Deeve was overt with her affections, always ready to display what she was feeling, not many of the others were like that.

      Sydney had warmed up to me over time, but typically looked to Jayloo for clues as to how far to go. Jayloo was hot and cold, one day flirting as overtly as Deeve, and the next being colder and more aloof.

      Kia was different. She treated me as if we had been together forever, and was perhaps more relaxed and casual about our relationship than anyone. Of course, in her mind, time wasn’t linear. I suspected she had more memories of us than had actually occurred, so maybe that was only natural.

      Tess seemed happy enough to treat everyone with a certain distance, although the way she’d been looking at me since her leg had healed suggested that maybe she might like it if that distance was bridged.

      And Zara was simply pragmatic. She seemed to be more interested in making sure she got her turn with me than anything else. Yet there was an obvious underlying affection there as well.

      Uma, though, clearly held me close to her heart, but just as clearly held herself back.

      I had my own theories as to why. As commander, she could have asserted herself. She could have demanded that I choose just one, and inserted herself into the role. Or she could have been the alpha woman, if she wanted to let others in.

      And in truth, part of me wouldn’t have minded. There was a synergy between the two of us that was clear to us all.

      Instead, it seemed that she deliberately did all she could to ensure everyone was happy, even if that happiness came at her own expense.

      “Do you think we’ll ever get off this horrible world?” the big woman asked out of nowhere.

      It was a question that came up fairly regularly. I wondered if Deeve had told anyone else the story I’d shared with her before the three of us had left, and concluded that she probably hadn’t had time.

      I wondered also if the athletic woman had considered all the ramifications of what I’d said. That if there was a network of portals connecting planet to planet, then maybe, just maybe, one of those portals might be nearby.

      It was a possibility I’d kept to myself. I didn’t want to give anyone false hope.

      “Who knows?” I said, keeping my answer light. “There’s always the chance the target we’re heading toward now is a ship in good condition. Perhaps we’ll be able to put it together, to fix whatever is broken, and go to launch within a couple of days.”

      The big woman sighed once again. “That would be nice,” she said.

      I wrapped my arm around her, and she snuggled even closer.

      “But surely life in the village isn’t that bad,” I said.

      She snorted gently. “It isn’t that bad,” she admitted. “We have everything we need. But I can do without the constant worry. What if the plants’ protection fails again? What if something approaches that is beyond what our defenses can handle?”

      She paused for a moment. Then, “What if something happens to you while you’re on one of your scavenging missions?”

      “Nothing will happen to me,” I replied.

      “Of course not,” she agreed readily enough. “But even then, what about in a year or two from now? What if we end up having kids in this place? Is this where you would choose to raise a daughter or son?”

      I would have been lying if I said I hadn’t thought of it. But Uma apparently didn’t expect me to answer.

      “What if we’re still here in twenty years from now? Thirty? There will be a generation of kids who have never seen anything but the jungle. And let’s get real. Every single one of them will be related. What happens then?”

      I thought about it. “I’m sure we’ll find other survivors at some point,” I said. I was silent for a moment. Then, “But all this is perhaps premature. You’re trying to solve problems that won’t exist for a couple of decades, and there’s plenty of time between now and then. If we haven’t found a way off this world in that time, I would be very surprised.”

      I felt Uma nod against my shoulder.

      “Now, how about you get yourself some sleep?” I suggested. I gave her a bit of a squeeze. “Unless you have something else in mind first?”

      I could see she was considering it. But in the end, she shook her head. “Maybe not,” she said. “Maybe I can deal with you not being one hundred percent clean, but I’m not exactly fresh out of the bath myself….” Then she paused, as if she’d had a second thought. “Then again, maybe there’s something I could do for you…”

      She trailed off.
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      I grinned, knowing exactly what she had in mind. “If you’re game, I am. Are you sure you want to?”

      Uma nodded. “Why not?” she asked.

      Silently I stood, careful not to make too much noise and wake Zara slumbering only a few feet away. Uma crawled forward and swallowed as I dropped my pants.

      She licked her lips, then abruptly leaned forward and took the tip into her soft mouth.

      I groaned as she explored the limits of her clean-only mindset. As it turns out, she was able to push those limits quite far.

      Uma started out slow, only licking the tip. However, as she grew more bold, she placed one hand around my shaft and jacked me off while she sucked me in deeper. Her hand burned a trail of hot need down to the base of my cock with her mouth following. When she could take me in no further, she went all the way back up to the tip. This repeated action made me shudder and my legs go weak.

      Choosing to sit down before my knees buckled beneath me with the way she was trying to suck my soul out through my dick, I slid one hand down her long neck and tucked my fingers into the hem of her shirt.

      Grasping one breast, I relished the way her hand squeezed my cock as I brushed the pad of my thumb across one nipple, then the other.

      “Flip around,” I told her. “Let me return the favor.”

      She pulled back. “But I’m not–”

      “I don’t care. That pussy is always welcome on my face no matter what.”

      She hesitated for just a moment before shrugging out of her pants. She was soaking wet. I knew I’d made the right call. I could see her pussy quivering with need from here.

      Praising her body with my eyes seemed to help her with her decision. She flipped herself over me and settled into a sixty-nine position, resuming her sucking of my cock with vigor. She didn’t use her hand this time, instead choosing to play with my balls while she took me as far into her mouth as she could safely go.

      I began my assault on her divine opening with just as much enthusiasm. Her moans were muffled by my cock, but the vibration sent incredibly intense sensations all throughout my body.

      She seemed comfortable with only my mouth licking the outside of her, and I didn’t want to push her limits by sticking my fingers inside, so I stayed where I was, kissing and licking her clit until I found the combination that unlocked all her secrets.

      Uma’s body tensed. She was right on the edge. Her throat muscles worked my cock, milking it as her mouth slid up and down, going a little farther each time, in a seductive manner that had my own orgasm dancing on a pinhead.

      Unable to stop myself, I placed my hands on her head and pumped into her mouth for the last few strokes. She seemed to like it, because the top of her pussy pulsed rapidly with her release and the mumbling cry escaped her lips despite it being stuffed with my cock.

      Spurting hot seed into Uma’s mouth was a pleasure like no other. She swallowed greedily and I gritted my teeth, trying not to make too much noise.

      My groan must have woken Zara anyway, because she rolled over to face Uma and me.

      “Keep it down will you? I’m too tired to be horny right now.”

      Uma giggled in a very uncharacteristic way as she sat up next to me.

      “Got to say,” she said. “Maybe I don’t need a bath every time.”

      Squeezing her close to me, I chuckled and kissed her hair, enjoying the way her body molded to mine.
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      The next day, the three of us made good time. I was more mindful of Zara’s susceptibility to the heat, and perhaps she was getting used to it. Either way, with regular breaks, the engineer was better able to maintain her equilibrium.

      She drank plenty of water, and seemed much steadier on her feet.

      The terrain quickly began to change. We entered an area of low hills dotted with boulders of various sizes. Boulders had been worn smooth at the edges by the wind, which seemed to be fairly steady, then gusted strongly enough to blow sand at our faces. But at no time did it seem to threaten to turn into another sandstorm.

      Some of the boulders contained holes, as if they were designed to resemble Swiss cheese. And within the depths of those holes, more than once, I sensed some form of hostile life.

      “Keep a sharp eye,” I said, drawing my machete as I did so. It seemed that many of the predators we’d encountered lately were snakelike. First the sail worms we had faced at the start, and now whatever it was that hid in these holes and hissed at us as we walked by.

      As we moved between the boulders, I thought we might be in luck. That whatever was hiding within them would choose to stay hidden rather than to attack.

      But I didn’t relax, and neither did my companions—and that proved a good decision, because not all of the hidden creatures were timid.

      The more courageous of them began launching themselves out of their holes toward us.

      “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath.

      The monsters launching themselves out of their boulders were indeed snakes. But these things had wings.

      Amphiptere, my brain conjured from deep in its recesses. A creature of mythology, like wyverns and dragons. But these things were very real. Colored bright red, with orange and green stripes, everything about them shrieked poison, and I didn’t want to find out if my enhanced constitution would be enough to survive should they bite.

      The first one had the misfortune of launching at me, and I cut it in half in mid-air with my oversized knife. The two halves landed on the rocky ground, the body coiling around itself, not quite realizing it was already dead, its wings twitching.

      Uma gripped her club with both hands as she looked at the corpse.

      “Nasty looking thing,” she commented, and Zara managed to look pale despite her dark skin.

      “Maybe you should walk between us,” I said to the engineer. She didn’t have to stare at her device every moment as we walked, but even a second’s distraction might be too much with these things around.

      Uma and Zara both agreed to that plan, and we continued onward.

      The winged snake creatures didn’t attack all at once. Nor did there seem to be any regular pattern. We could walk for ten minutes and not have anything launch itself at us, or we could have five of them attack within just a couple of minutes.

      My reflexes were faster than most, and I could use both hands equally well. But Uma was right-handed. So she protected that side, while I protected the left.

      The Commander did her fair share. She swung her club like a pro, sometimes grunting with effort, catching the winged creatures in midflight, not letting them get near enough to use their fangs.

      Time and time again, her heavy club smacked into reptilian bodies or wings, dragging them out of the sky before pounding them again on the ground.

      I watched her even as I took care of my side, noting that Uma’s demeanor improved considerably as she swung her club.

      I thought that this was where she felt useful. Perhaps she felt that she could make up for her inactivity with the sand worms by crushing these snakes.

      Either way, she did her job well, and by the time we were through that area, she was walking with her usual confidence once again.

      Even Zara did her part. When the winged snakes attacked in earnest, she put her device away and relied on her spear, swinging it like a narrow club and doing her share.

      “What sort of world is this place?” she asked out loud, but neither Uma nor I had a real answer.

      Once we were far enough away from the winged snakes that we were no longer in danger, we had another short rest, and Zara brought out her tablet again.
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      Not long after our break, we found ourselves in a patch of ground that seemed to move and swirl at our feet. We’d barely begun to wade through it when Uma called out.

      “I’m sinking!” she said. “And I think there’s something down here. It’s wrapped itself around my leg.”

      The three of us began stabbing into the ground with our spears and club, and as soon as the Commander could pull away, we hurried back to more stable ground.

      “What was that? Zara asked.

      “I never saw it,” I responded, and Uma agreed.

      The three of us stared at the area of shifting sands for some moments.

      “I vote we go around,” Zara said.

      We were all in agreement.

      It didn’t matter if it would take us a longer. All that mattered was that we were still alive at the end.

      We kept walking, and eventually rested once more, and this time, it was Zara’s turn to stay up with me on my watch.

      We sat with our backs to a boulder, and it wasn’t long after Uma fell asleep that Zara looked at me. “My turn,” she said, and it was clear what she meant.

      I took the dark-skinned woman by the shoulders and turned her until she was facing the boulder wall, her back toward me. We were feverish with our need for one another, and without so much as a warning, I ravished her neck, sending a trail of small bites and licks in her sensitive spots.

      Zara gasped in shock and pleasure at the quick pace of it all, but I wasn’t done. I needed to feel her against me. She writhed against me, shimmying her pants down just enough to give me access, and pressing her ass against me. I freed my cock from my clothes and ran the top of my shaft between her legs, through her already damp folds.

      “Hot for me already?” I growled.

      “You know it,” she replied, half turning toward me.

      Good. This would be quick and dirty. We needed it to be. Our lust for one another couldn’t be bothered with the slow teasing of foreplay.

      No time to take off the rest of our clothes. We kept them on as I pounded her into the sturdy wall. Zara was not bothering to keep quiet despite her complaint about Uma and me while she had been sleeping.

      The feel of her body combined with those erotic, unapologetic moans worked my blood into a tizzy. The majority of it rushed straight to my dick.

      I was always amazed at how good Zara felt. How good all of them felt. You’d think a guy would get used to it, but not me. Every time I fucked them it was like the first.

      As I rammed myself into her again and again, my fingers roamed and touched and explored, refamiliarizing myself with her every curve and weak point.

      When I reached around and dipped a finger between her legs, I was rewarded with a long moan and a fresh gush of slick moisture to coat my length.

      The heat coiling in my belly was like a raging forest fire sweeping from one tree to the next. So fast, no one could stop the flames. That was how the pressure was spreading through every nerve ending now. I pumped into her faster and she ground herself against me with all of her strength.

      Within minutes of starting, Zara’s mouth opened in a silent, wordless cry of release as she leaned against the boulder.

      I wasn’t far behind. Barely a pump and a half later had me emptying every ounce of cum I had into her body. My legs went weak with my release. My body was that spent. I leaned forward, over her, using the boulder to keep myself upright as well.

      She turned toward me. There was no need for words. Zara simply tilted her head in a silent invitation–which I took. I planted a hot but chaste kiss on her lips.
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        * * *

      

      We continued to walk. It was tiring, and hot, and every now and again, we had to fight off some foul creature or other. But toward the end of that day, in an area of rocky hills steeper than any we had come across before, Zara checked her device once again.

      “We’re right on target,” she said. “If there’s a downed ship around here, we should see it within the next few minutes.”

      But over the next few minutes, all we saw was sand, rocks, and hills.

      “Surely if a ship came down here,” Uma said, “there should be some evidence of it. Debris scattered around. Something.”

      I was inclined to agree, and Zara was frowning at her device.

      “There must be something,” she said. “My ship’s sensors picked up something here. Something metallic.”

      With the hills, it was possible that we just hadn’t found the expected wreckage yet. But there were other possibilities as well.

      “Would your sensors have picked up mineral deposits in the hills themselves?” I asked.

      It was a discouraging thought. Had we really spent all this time on a wild goose chase?

      “I compensated for that,” Zara said. She offered a shrug. “Unless the mineral deposits included chromium, magnesium, and aluminum, in proportions within the general tolerances used for spacecraft hulls. And I can’t help but think the chances of that are slim.”

      I had to admit, it was a good point.

      “Hold on for a moment. I’m adjusting the focus,” the engineer said.

      A few moments later, her frown was back in place. She turned a little to the right and scanned the hills on the side.

      “It should be here,” she said, sounding frustrated. “According to the information I have, the target should be within a third of a mile of where we are standing. It should be right here.”

      If we were out in the sand, then maybe the wreckage we were searching for had been buried. But among these hills and rocks, that seemed unlikely. There should have been visible wreckage strewn about.

      “What about there?” Uma pointed.

      She was indicating an opening in the side of the hill, in the direction Zara had suggested.

      “In the cave?” the engineer asked.

      “Can you see anywhere else the wreckage of a space craft might be?”

      It was a long shot, and we all knew it.

      “Are you suggesting that whatever ship we are tracking came down at just the right angle, at exactly the right location to be completely hidden in a cave like that with such a small opening?”

      The way she said it, it seemed unbelievable.

      “Maybe one of the local monsters dragged it inside for some reason,” I suggested. I knew I was reaching, but I’d seen stranger things before.

      On a distant world, one of the earlier ones I had assessed, I had stumbled across a tiny polyp in a brackish lake. Analyzed all by itself, it was nothing. Barely alive, and largely incapable of doing anything other than filtering the water for microscopic particles of food.

      But that particular species of polyp grew in clusters, and taken together, they formed a gestalt.

      The bigger the cluster, the smarter this polyp seemed to be, and that wasn’t all. Some of the larger clusters were mobile, and operated like a single organism. They could literally use the surrounding debris to build a shelter, and to threaten anything that came near that could have been dangerous.

      If I could find a sentient polyp on a distant world, then was it that big of a stretch to think that something on this world might have gathered the wreckage of a spacecraft to use as a nest?

      “We’ve come all this way,” I said. “Might as well check it out.”

      We climbed the relatively steep slope before us, each of us using our spears or club to balance.

      The cave opening, when we reached it, was larger than it had appeared. Several boulders had blocked our initial view of its size.

      “There are marks on the rock all around,” I noted. “Claw marks, maybe. And other scrapes.”

      “As if something heavy has been dragged along the ground?” Uma asked.

      “Possibly.”

      Zara hesitated. The three of us were standing in the cave entrance and could see that it extended quite a way in.

      “Does that mean this is some predator’s home?” she asked, her voice high and tight, as if the thought filled her with anxiety.

      “Looks like it,” I said. I was still holding onto my spear, but drew my oversized knife for good measure. For her part, Uma hefted her club and her expression became determined.

      Despite the worry in her voice, Zara nodded. She drew a deep breath.

      “Okay, then. I can get this to emit light, but it will be a drain on the power. If we’re going to do this, let’s get it done quickly.”

      “Right, then. I’ll lead the way,” I said. “I see well in the dark.”

      I made my way into the cave with the two girls close behind me. Once again, I was grateful for the enhancements I had been given. Even with the glow from Zara’s device, the girls must have had difficulty seeing more than a few feet in front of them at any time.

      But for me, that low level of light was all I needed. The cave stretched out around me, like an old, abandoned mining tunnel, leading us all into the hill.

      I couldn’t help but take measurements of the narrowest spots, and figured that if this was the home of some creature, then it couldn’t have been overwhelmingly huge.

      Of course, this most recent journey had been a sequence of battles against often snakelike creatures. If whatever resided in the depths of this place shared that characteristic, then there was virtually no limit to how big a monster it might be.

      I shook my head to clear it of that sort of thought. It did no good to imagine opponents that would be impossible to face. All we could do was keep our eyes and ears open, and respond to whatever we actually found.

      Very quickly, the cave’s resemblance to a mineshaft faded. To my mind, mineshafts were largely straight, whereas this cave took us on a winding, twisted journey.

      Yet at every point, it remained tall and wide enough for each of us to stand, and I noted several locations where it seemed to have been deliberately widened to keep it that way.

      At the same time, I was grimly aware that we were not alone.

      Several times I caught eyes blinking at us in the unexpected light from nooks and crannies above.

      Once, something slithered down by our feet, and something fluttered against Uma’s arm and she let out a surprisingly feminine squeal.

      “What the hell was that?” she said, puffing and panting a little.

      “I don’t know,” I said quietly. “But if it was dangerous, we’d already know. Keep your voice down.”

      We kept moving, and I was thankful that even on the most dangerous of worlds, not everything was out to kill us. Sometimes, we were the dangerous predator and not the prey.

      The eyes I kept noticing on the rocky ceiling above seemed to be associated with a high-pitched clicking sound, and I figured that whatever creature it was relied on some sort of echolocation more than its eyes.

      Whatever they were, the hard-to-see creatures scampered away as we approached.

      But as we descended farther into the hill, I caught the sounds of something considerably larger moving in the distance.

      “Quiet, now,” I said. “I think we’re getting close to whoever it is that calls this place home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 18

        

      

    

    
      Cautiously, we kept walking.

      The tunnel opened up into a large cavern laid out before us. As soon as it came into view, I froze, and signaled for the girls to do likewise. I heard Zara’s sharp intake of breath, and knew that despite the dark, she’d seen the same thing I had.

      Perhaps her eyes had adjusted to the dark. But Uma’s had not.

      “What is it?” the Commander asked quietly.

      “Looks like a fucking dragon!” Zara replied. “Complete with a hoard!”

      She was right, and yet she wasn’t right at the same time.

      We’d come across dragon creatures on this world before. Notably, at Zara’s own crashed ship. They had claimed it as their own, and it had taken considerable effort to convince them that it wasn’t a great place to be.

      This thing was different. For one, it didn’t have wings, like the other dragon things had done.

      “More like a giant salamander,” I said, taking note of its short, stubby legs, its square snout, and long, sinuous body. “At least, if a salamander had rows of spines and grew to more than twenty feet long.”

      Always with the sinuous looking monsters, I thought grimly to myself.

      The three of us stood there, looking down at the creature. It was sleeping, curled up like the lizard it resembled, and I had been right. This monster apparently liked shiny things.

      It had created a nest out of spaceship panels and chunks of debris that had obviously once been a sound craft.

      “Now what do we do?” Zara asked.

      It was a good question. “This isn’t the type of wreckage we were looking for. If there are still cables in the pieces this monster has collected, it doesn’t look like there would be very much, and from what I can see, what there is might not be in long, useful sections.”

      “So, what do we do?” Zara repeated, her words full of disappointment. “Give up in disgust and go home? Or what?”

      “I can’t see very clearly. Is there anything else here that might be of use?” Uma asked.

      From my point of view, that was the crux of the issue. “There might be. If I’m not mistaken, I can see the butts of two different plasma weapons sticking out from beneath a panel.”

      I could sense the interest of the two women beside me. We only had one plasma weapon between us, and that was kept at the village in case of attack. For a world as dangerous as this one, having such modern weapons available would be invaluable.

      It would certainly be better than a spear or a club, and with Zara having jury-rigged a system for charging the one that we had, I would have quite liked to get my hands on these two.

      “And who knows what else we might find down there, if we can get a closer look?” I said.

      “What about the monster?” Zara asked.

      I adjusted my grip on my machete and hefted my spear.

      “I guess one of us will have to go have a word with it,” I said.

      Despite the tenseness of the situation, despite the fact that we were speaking in whispers, Uma still managed a quiet laugh.

      “How about not me?” she said.

      I chuckled in response. “Maybe not any of us,” I said. “Maybe I can sneak past the monster and pick up one of those weapons before it even knows we’re here,” I said.

      Before I could put my words into action, Zara spoke up.

      “Not you,” she said. “You’re too big, and try as you might, you walk like a big man. You’ll wake that thing up before you’ve covered half the distance, and then we’ll all be fighting for our lives.” The engineer gave a humorless grin. “And while fighting a giant salamander in a cave filled with its treasures might be a cool story to tell my grandkids one day, I’d just as much prefer not to have that story to tell.”

      I looked at her in the gloom, and another shining set of eyes on the roof darted away.

      “What do you suggest?” I asked.

      Zara’s expression was both determined and anxious. “When I was young, my brother and I would go on adventures during the night. Nothing major, just stealing cookies from the kitchen, or sneaking outside if it was snowing. The thing is, we had a dog that would bark at anything that moved during the night.”

      The engineer had lost her brother during the crash, and it was still rare that she could speak about him and maintain her equilibrium.

      “The thing is,” she continued. “I got pretty good at sneaking around.”

      “Can you see well enough?” I asked her. “Especially if you don’t have your device with you?”

      I was already concerned about the amount of light the device was emitting. I didn’t want to risk moving that light any closer to the salamander than I had to.

      The engineer nodded. “I think so. My eyes have adjusted to the dark. I think I can see your energy weapons from here.”

      I still didn’t like it. But she was right. Try as I might, while I could move quietly when I had to, sneaking wasn’t really my strength. There was a good chance that Zara could make her way past the salamander more quietly than me.

      “Okay,” I said. “Aim for the rifles. Hopefully they will still have a charge. That way, we can discourage the salamander further if we need to.”

      Zara nodded. She gave her device to Uma, then shrugged out of her pack. Yet it was clear she had no intention of heading past the salamander without something to hold. She took her spear with her, and in moments, she was ready.

      “Keep an eye on me,” she said, looking at me with an expression of trust.

      I nodded, and it was enough. Moving swiftly but quietly, the engineer descended the rest of the way to the salamander’s lair.
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      Almost as soon as she left my side, I was regretting letting her go. Not that it was the wrong decision. Objectively, it wasn’t.

      It was just that I didn’t like it when my girls were in danger.

      Danger was literally my job. I couldn’t help but believe I was best suited to take that danger on board, no matter what the circumstances might be.

      “I can barely see,” Uma murmured from beside me. “What the hell is happening?”

      The Commander added a quiet curse under her breath. I understood then that she felt the same way. That it should have been her taking the risks, and not Zara.

      The engineer was capable enough. She had proven this over and over again. But that didn’t mean either of us wanted her to be put at risk. Even though it was clear that Uma’s night vision was the weakest out of the three of us, she still wanted to take Zara’s place.

      Even after she’d said, ‘not me.’

      “She’s moving well. Sticking to the shadows. And she’s right that she can move more quietly than me. I’m staring right at her, and I can’t hear a sound.”

      “The monster?” Uma asked, her voice little more than an exhalation of breath.

      “Still sleeping. It’s producing a low rumble with every breath. But it hasn’t moved a muscle since we’ve been here.”

      “How far does she have to go?”

      My enhancements enabled me to measure distances with considerable accuracy. But I rounded my answer down for the Commander’s benefit. “About thirty feet.”

      It felt like Uma wanted to fidget. It can’t have been much fun for her, being effectively blind. Even though she now held Zara’s device, the light from that wasn’t helping the big woman much over the distance.

      “Twenty-five feet,” I whispered, keeping track.

      Uma nodded beside me. As well as the device, she was gripping her club much more tightly than necessary. I realized I was doing much the same with my spear. I didn’t want to have to fight this spined salamander thing, but I would if I had to.

      Every muscle I had was tensed and ready to react at a moment’s notice.

      “Twenty feet,” I said through clenched teeth.

      The lack of light was making things difficult for the engineer. Perhaps she had misjudged how dark it truly was away from the device. Perhaps she had overestimated her ability. Either way, she crept along with one hand outstretched before her, using her spear as a cane, almost feeling her route instead of using her eyes.

      Yet it was clear that she could still see a little. Every now and again, her head turned as she checked on the oversized salamander.

      She kept going. I wondered if her heart was beating as fast as my own, or if the sweat was starting to crawl down her back. If it was, she gave no indication of it one way or the other.

      “Fifteen feet,” I said. “She has reached the first bit of debris the salamander brought in. It’s just a piece of fuselage, a twisted chunk of metal.”

      Because I was listening as hard as I could, I heard a slight ‘ting’ as Zara’s steel spear touched the edge of the twisted fuselage. Immediately, she froze, and I could almost sense her holding her breath.

      I was doing much the same myself. But the salamander didn’t notice. It stayed as it was, the regular low rumble of its sleeping breath never changing.

      After a tense few seconds, Zara continued, and I lowered my pack to the ground, just in case I needed to move.

      “Ten feet. There are a couple more bits of junk, a cylindrical pipe that has been bent, and some sort of console that has been ripped out all by itself. The weapons are under the corner of another piece of fuselage, and what looks to be part of a hatch.”

      For the first time, I wondered if the weapons would be free for Zara to move, or is she would need my strength to help her.

      I gritted my teeth as I waited. I figured I would know in just a few seconds.

      “Five feet,” I said.

      I realized I was leaning forward, mentally willing Zara to reach her target. She obviously knew she was getting close. She’d crouched down closer to the ground, to where the weapons were sitting.

      I thought she would reach for them, that the engineer would be okay. But just as I opened my mouth to say that she’d got the first rifle, one of those flighty creatures took off and flew right in front of Zara’s face.

      The brave engineer hadn’t been expecting anything like that. Even though the flighty creatures were harmless, Zara let out a yelp of surprise.

      Immediately, she froze once again, realizing what she had done, and I felt Uma tense beside me.

      This time, the small sound did not go unnoticed.

      The salamander raised its head, let out a snort, and, still half asleep, surveyed its domain.

      “Get down,” I hissed under my breath, willing the engineer to do as I said. “God dammit, get down!”

      But Zara was frozen in place, too scared to move.

      Likely, she couldn’t even see the danger. The salamander thing was almost as black as the rest of the cave. Likely, she could only make out its general shape.

      The salamander paused in its surveillance, and for a brief moment, I had hope that Zara had gotten away with it.

      The salamander glanced in her direction for just a moment before looking in another direction completely. But then, as if it relied on some sense other than sight, its head swiveled back toward her.

      All at once, the monster seemed to be awake, and angry. It let out a guttural roar, uncoiled itself all in one motion, and swarmed in Zara’s direction.

      I didn’t hesitate. “Zara, move! It’s seen you! Run!”

      At the same time, I burst from where I’d been watching the events unfold, my legs pounding as I sought to close the distance between me and the monster in an instant. At the same time, I drew back my arm and let fly with my spear, intending to do as much damage as I could from afar. Or at least to distract the salamander from Zara.

      It worked. My spear embedded itself in the salamander’s flesh just behind its front shoulder.

      But the wound was more of an irritation to the oversized beast. It twisted about like a snake caught in a trap, and let out the sort of deep, reverberating bellow that I might have expected from a much larger, more primordial beast.

      It was flexible enough that it caught the spear in its teeth and tore it out, and within moments, the monster was facing toward me.

      “Zara, Uma, go! Get out of here!” I bellowed.

      At the same time, I knew I had to give them the chance to get away. This beast was a nightmare. And it was pissed!

      None of that mattered. I charged toward it, swinging my machete like a madman, already aware that this creature was as fast as I was.

      I dodged beneath huge, snapping jaws, and reflected that no salamander I’d ever seen before had possessed teeth like these.

      I felt the breeze of them pass by a handspan from my shoulder, and smelled the rotten stench of its breath. But if I thought its size and speed were the most dangerous aspects of this thing, then I was mistaken.

      I raked my machete across its flesh, acknowledging that its skin was tougher than old leather, just as the rows of spines along the thing’s back and tail stood to attention.

      I was reminded of the wolf things the girls and I’d fought way back at the start. Those had been covered in spines as well, and by the end of the fight, several of those spines had been sticking out of me, and out of some of the others as well.

      These spines were bigger. Longer by perhaps double, and thicker as well.

      I knew that they would be painful if my sub-dermal weave didn’t protect me from them.

      As I dove to one side, trying my best to hack off one of the monster’s limbs while keeping away from its teeth at the same time, the salamander flicked its tail toward me.

      At first, I didn’t understand the gesture, but at the last moment, I managed to raise my arm to cover my face. I felt three separate barbs bury themselves in my flesh, and I knew what had happened.

      Unlike with the wolves, the salamander could fling its spines at an attacker. And three of them had found a way through my sub-dermal protection.

      And they hurt!

      “Fuck!” I said. But I didn’t have time to pull the damn things out just then. I had other things to deal with.

      The monster had followed up its attack by charging toward me, using its body to give me nowhere to run. The best I could do was attack with my machete, swinging it left and right, carving chunks of the monster’s flesh, spraying blood in all directions, but doing no serious damage.

      I knew that I needed something better than just my oversized knife. Something with a little more weight.

      I looked around at the monster’s own trove, and spied what could have been a duplicate of my original club, but with two spikes at the heavy end instead of just one.

      At the sight, I let out a laugh, and dove toward it.

      It was then that the salamander creature showed me its most devastating attack.

      The monster had speed. It had strength. It had those horrible teeth, and a back and tail full of quills.

      What it also had was the ability not to breathe fire, but the next best thing.

      The damned creature unloaded with a stream of vile, acidic grossness that ate everything that it touched.

      I’d been lucky. I sensed that the creature was going to try something, and thought that it intended to lunge at me. I’d thrown myself out of the way on pure instinct, my machete somehow gone from my grip, but my new club safe and secure.

      The stream of acid that the salamander spat landed on the cave floor behind me, with just a drop or two catching the edge of my boot.

      The monster hacked and coughed like a cat with a furball, and I used the distraction to my advantage. I reared up with my new club held in both hands and unleashed.

      The new club was a bit heavier than my previous one had been. The two spikes at the end were ragged, and jutted at different directions, and much of the weight was held in that heavy end.

      I caught the salamander a sickening blow at its left hip, and felt the bones within the creature’s flesh crunch under my club.

      The monster let out a howl and whipped itself around, unleashing another stream of quills my way.

      Not wanting to use my arm as a shield a second time, I dove to my left, in behind a chunk of metal about twice my size, the original purpose of which was lost to me.

      I heard a series of metallic collisions as the monster’s quills hit the metal, and then I was moving again.

      The monster had anticipated my move and was facing me head-on. It opened its mouth to cry out its anger, and I used my momentum, spinning around in a complete circle, intending to smash my club into the salamander’s ugly face.

      At the last instant, it jerked its head back, one of my spikes ripping a gash in its throat.

      But I had unbalanced myself, and stumbled as the salamander let out a second stream of acid.

      “Adam!” I heard from one of the girls, I didn’t know which. By then, I’d lost sight of them both. I was dancing in the salamander’s nest, doing all I could to just stay alive.

      When the monster spat its acid at me, I scrambled along on all fours, my club gripped loosely in one hand, just trying to get away.

      Then I stood, climbed on top of a square piece of metal salvage, and launched myself into the air, over top of the steaming remains of its acid puke.

      With a roar of my own, I brought my club down, and only the monster’s own reactions were enough to save it from getting a spiked club to the brain.

      This time, I grazed its front shoulder, and the monster voiced its discontent.

      At the same time, its efforts to jerk its head away from my club had brought it into range of something else.

      Uma had joined us in the monster’s lair. She’d brought Zara’s device with her in an effort to give herself enough light to see by. But like me and Zara, she had left her backpack behind.

      She swung her own club with full strength, and connected with the side of the creature’s head.

      Uma’s club lacked the spikes that mine had, but she gave it a full swing, the heavy metal bouncing off the salamander’s skull.

      The monster must have felt it. It let out a noise of pain, then huffed out a lungful of air and shook its head left and right. Then it glared at the both of us with a baleful expression.

      To my immense surprise, Uma was grinning. “Thought you might like some help,” she quipped, and I knew that my impression of her was correct. She loved this kind of stuff. The physicality of it. The danger as well.

      Even though I didn’t like that she’d put herself in danger for me, I gave her a sharp nod.

      “Watch out for its tail,” I said. “It can fling spines at you from the distance. And the front end spits acid!”

      At the same time, I didn’t give the monster time to recover. I charged at it again, swinging my club, giving the beast no choice other than to scramble back just as I’d done a few seconds before.

      “Good to know,” Uma grunted as she moved to the attack as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 20

        

      

    

    
      The two of us swung our clubs again and again, moving quickly to avoid giving the salamander time to regroup, lashing out at any available target. It was clear that Uma’s blow had hurt it, just as it was clear that it couldn’t put all its weight on its hind leg.

      The monster gave ground, filling the air with noise and fury, still dangerous, but no longer the king of its own domain, dealing with pesky interlopers.

      Yet it was still swift and still had multiple forms of attack. Uma and I had to keep our eyes open, and in the darkness, I had an advantage in that.

      On three separate occasions, I had to call out a warning, to get Uma out of harm’s way. The third time, I had to physically tackle her to the ground as a flurry of spikes passed overhead. Then I quickly bounced back to my feet, letting the Commander sort herself out as I charged in once again.

      My new club felt good in my hands, and the creature was slowing. I felt the impact shudder through the steel on several occasions, and knew that the beast sported broken ribs, at least one of its legs was damaged, and I even managed to buckle its tail.

      Uma also proved swift and effective, swinging her weapon with abandon, enjoying the heavy slap of metal against flesh.

      But neither of us was able to administer that one blow that would make all the difference. The skull-crushing finale that would turn the battle into a victory for us.

      Nor did the salamander seem to want to flee. Instead, it stayed with the fight, doing all it could to protect itself and its treasures from Uma and me.

      Then, all at once, the fight was over.

      A lance of blue fire speared through the cave, and all at once, the salamander’s head was gone. Burned to nothing but ash by an energy rifle set to full power.

      At first, the rest of the salamander didn’t seem to realize that its head was gone.

      It stood in place for one heartbeat, two, and half of a third.

      Then it collapsed to the floor and began to twitch.

      I held my blood-spattered club in front of me, just in case the creature’s death spasms led to it releasing another flight of quills my way.

      When it seemed this wasn’t going to happen, I relaxed. I looked around and saw Zara approaching us both with her energy rifle still aimed, her focus on the oversized corpse on the ground.

      I was breathing hard. The sweat had beaded on my forehead, and had started to drip down my nose. My shirt was soaked with it, and in the darkness, it was difficult to know if the grip of my club was slick due to that sweat or the monster’s blood.

      Uma stood next to me, sucking in air in much the same way. Her expression was still determined, and there was something atavistic about the way she stood, breasts heaving with effort, her own club gripped firmly, still ready for action.

      The limits of her vision had been clear from the outset. Yet as if to confirm them, she still asked the question.

      “Is it dead?” she asked.

      I barked a laugh. “Very,” I said. Then I turned my attention to Zara, who had just about joined us, her rifle still raised. “You took your own time.”

      She offered a snort in response. “The damned rifle was caught under a slab of metal. I could have used your help to dig it out. But what were you doing? Busy playing with this thing.”

      Despite her bravado, there was a quaver in her voice. I figured she had done all she could to get the weapon free.

      “And then, when I finally did get it loose, it was jammed. And, of course, I’d left all my tools in my backpack back in the tunnel.” She turned toward me, but still hadn’t relaxed. “You’re lucky I could get the thing going at all.”

      “Well, you came through when it mattered,” I said. “And you can probably relax a bit now. Your blast took the thing’s head clean off.”

      “It did?” the engineer asked, sounding surprise. “I couldn’t tell.”

      “It did. Look.”

      Zara looked, then let out a sigh of relief and lowered her weapon.

      “Well, I guess now that the monster is dead, we should at least have a look through all this junk to see if there’s anything we should take with us,” she said.

      After I’d removed the spines from my arm, we did as Zara suggested. It soon became apparent that my initial estimations were right. We had come on this trip mostly to see if we could find another source of cable, to better protect the village.

      But while there was some of that, this wasn’t the same sort of wreckage that we’d seen before. The Eve transport had been far from complete, but there were significant parts of it all in one place. And Zara’s ship was mostly whole, except for a giant wedge that had been removed.

      This was just a few bits and pieces, chunks of technology that the salamander had found interesting enough to drag home. There were panels with wiring inside them, but not on the scale we were looking for.

      Nevertheless, we salvaged what we could, and then spent some time looking back through the monster’s hoard.

      It was like looking through a technology trash heap on a more civilized world, but on a much smaller scale. Most of it was, from our point of view, rubbish. Random panels and twisted bits of fuselage shared space with part of a freezer, several incomplete cryo tubes, a broken display screen, random bulkheads, and more.

      But where the containers had proven mostly useless apart from the fabric, the salamander’s hoard did offer a prize or two.

      First, it was the weapons. We found three plasma rifles that looked to be functional.

      Next, it was a sealed unit that contained a pair of communication devices that Zara pounced on.

      “Do you think they will work?” I asked her.

      “I’ll make them work,” she replied, her determination clear.

      I couldn’t help but hope she was right. One of the things I hated about these trips was that I couldn’t know what was happening back at the village.

      The excursions were necessary, but at the same time, without me being there, I couldn’t help but think that the girls were in more danger than they would be if I was with them.

      Assuming that these communicators could be made to work and had the required range, I could check in with the others on a regular basis, and if they needed me to come back, they could just let me know.

      After we found the communicators, Uma picked up a metal container that proved to be full of old-fashioned flares, the type that might be good for sea voyages. She stared at them for a moment, as if wondering if they would be of any use.

      “Take them,” I suggested. “They might help if we need to start a fire.”

      The last thing we found of interest was a scattering of dehydrated meals. There were several dozen of them, close to two hundred all up, not counting those that had been ruined by a clumsy salamander.

      There wasn’t much light to read by, so Uma shrugged and lit one of the flares. Then the girls and I spent a number of minutes reading what the packages contained.

      “Pumpkin and cream pie,” Uma said with a touch of longing in her voice.

      “Chicken roast, complete with a selection of vegetables,” I said, imagining the taste of it already.

      “Lemon meringue cheesecake,” Zara added. “Serves six.”

      The three of us stared at the packages as if we had stumbled across the wealth of a nation. Given the limited diets we had been subjected to over the past weeks, we were all looking forward to trying out something that wasn’t simple meat or fruit.

      I was already salivating in anticipation, and I knew that the other two were as well.

      But there was a problem.

      “We don’t have any means to rehydrate these packages,” Uma said.

      Again, it was Zara who provided the answer. “I’ll figure something out,” she said, just as determined as before, if not more so. “If we have to, we can go back to my ship. There is a small rehydrator module within it that we can scavenge. I’ll hook that up to the fuel cells at the village, and we can gorge ourselves silly.”

      That was good enough for me. The three of us gathered everything we wanted to take, and I spent a couple of additional minutes looking for my lost machete and spear. When I’d recovered them, we made our way of the cave, and into the wasteland outside.

      “Now what?” Uma asked as we again stood beneath the never-ending sun. “Do we head back to the village? Or do we pick another of the targets on Zara’s device and continue our hunt?”

      It was a good question. “I don’t think the girls back home would like it if we just carried on without letting them know what we’re doing. Besides, we now have the communicators. We should make use of them.”

      The other two nodded, and Zara spoke up. “Also, the other targets aren’t anywhere close by. It doesn’t really make any sense to go after them.”

      It seemed that we were all in agreement.

      “Good. I don’t know about you two,” Uma said, “but I’ve gotten used to being able to have a bath whenever I want. It’s only been a few days, but it feels like I haven’t been clean for a month!”
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      We made good time. All three energy rifles were at least partially charged so it made sense to carry them in a way that allowed easy access. Two of the rifles came with tough, polymer straps that made it easy to slip them over our shoulders. We used a rolled-up strip of tent fabric to construct a similar strap for the third.

      But I didn’t discard my newly found club, nor did Uma discard hers. Both of us tied these weapons to our packs, and I couldn’t tell if I was motivated to do so because it made sense, or because I just liked swinging a club.

      The spears were a different matter. Zara used hers as a sort of staff, a blind man’s cane, prodding the earth before her on a regular basis as if seeking hidden dangers, and I did much the same with mine.

      Uma didn’t seem to feel the need for such precautions. Instead, she walked with one hand on the grip of her rifle.

      We were attacked by predators three times before we reached the jungle.

      The first time, it was a solitary flying beast, like the dragon things we’d flushed out of Zara’s ship but larger.

      It approached us from behind, making little noise and intending to catch us by surprise.

      Only instinct warned me, and I spun about, reaching for my new weapon at the same time as I dropped my spear.

      “Get down!” I bellowed as I squeezed the trigger.

      The two girls dropped to the ground almost immediately, but the monster was tough. It absorbed the first plasma blast with nothing more than a shriek of pain, and flapped its leathery wings as it veered away.

      The winged monster had an unusually shaped head, and in my mind, it seemed closer to the pterodactyls of old Earth than to the dragons of its mythology.

      Uma cursed under her breath as she lay flat on the stony ground beside me.

      “Where the hell did that come from?” Zara managed.

      “I don’t know. But it’s coming back around,” I said. I had hoped that the single blast might do the job. But it was either more desperate or dumber than it appeared.

      This time, it didn’t try to stop, but instead screeched in anger as it flew toward us again, its clawed feet raised like those of an eagle preparing to clutch at its prey.

      I fired a second time, and the girls unleashed at the same time.

      All three of us hit the target, with Uma’s plasma blast shredding one of the beast’s wings.

      The monster careened out of control. With its shredded wing, the pterodactyl thing couldn’t stay aloft. It veered to the side and crashed, ungainly, to the ground.

      In an instant, it had righted itself, and glared at us with obvious malice. But it was clear that this monster was more attuned to flying than it was to walking on the ground.

      Instead of charging toward us, it stretched out its wings, gave an exploratory flap or two, then tried to launch itself skyward.

      I blasted the monster again, aiming for its already damaged wing, and it shrieked at me in rage.

      But all the fight had gone out of it.

      I climbed back to my feet. “Let’s get out of here,” I said.

      The girls followed my lead, and I kept an eye on the winged monster for as long as I could.

      The next attack came not long after the first. This world had more than its fair share of subterranean nightmares that reached up through the sand with flexible, nightmare tentacles.

      We’d fought more than one of those things in the past, with no more than my club and a few knives made of salvaged shards of metal.

      This time, when we found ourselves in the center of a mass of black, questing tentacles, at least we had a little more firepower to bring to bear.

      The three of us stood back-to-back and fired repeatedly at anything that moved, the girls and I all shouting battle cries as we did, the adrenaline and horror of what we were facing demanding the vocalizations.

      Whatever subterranean monstrosity belonged to the tentacles proved stubborn. Even as each vile, boneless limb blew apart under our assault, the hidden creature extended more, doing its best to wrap us up, to drag us beneath the sand to our deaths.

      We fired again and again, keeping our rifles aimed low, and eventually, it was like the whole area shuddered.

      There was a low, painful moan, and the scent of decay in the air. And finally, the monster beneath us seemed to give up.

      The girls and I kept our weapons ready for long moments after the Lovecraftian horror had apparently left us, all three of us breathing heavily and sweating under the sun. Only after some time were we ready to accept that it was indeed over.

      “That one was fun,” Uma said, with a wintry smile twisting her lips.

      I almost thought that she meant it.

      The third time we were attacked, it was by another small pack of sand worms with the sails on their backs. We were back at the same general place where we been attacked by them before, where patches of hard rock were interspersed with wide areas of sand.

      This time, we were caught in an open area, with no rocky ground within easy reach.

      But this time, we had more than just spears and knives with which to defend ourselves.

      The sand worms were big and tough, but not as tough as the pterodactyl thing had proved to be. Nor were they as resilient as the Lovecraftian nightmare that lived beneath the sand.

      A few well-placed blasts and the pod of three sand worms was no longer a threat.

      I looked at the readout on my plasma rifle. It was showing less than a quarter of a charge remaining. When I’d first checked, it had read more than half. I reflected that one of the advantages of clubs and spears was that they never needed to be recharged.

      “Good thing you worked out a way to charge these,” I said to Zara. “At the rate we’re going, they’ll be empty by the time we get back.”

      The girls offered their agreements, and we continued on.
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        * * *

      

      Finally, we made it back to the jungle, but that didn’t mean that the going got any easier. We all knew that there were more predators per square inch under the canopy then there were out on the sand.

      The three of us climbed back into our ponchos to keep the rain off us. We moved cautiously, with our rifles raised and ready, with at least one of us at all times keeping an eye out behind us, making sure to watch every direction at once. In the jungle, changes could turn up from above, or below as well.

      But fortune was with us. We were lucky enough to stumble upon a patch of the blue flowering plant surprisingly quickly.

      Each of us took a piece of that plant, placing it in our poncho pockets, and in the backpacks as well, and from then on, the predators of this place largely left us alone.

      There was a moment or two close to the village when I felt like we were being watched, but nothing dangerous materialized from the trees to attack, and I was happy enough with that.

      When we finally did make it back to the village, Deeve, Jayloo, Tess, Sydney, and Kia were all there to greet us. Tess in particular seemed pleased to see me, and I couldn’t help but wonder why she and I had yet to get together.

      Was it simply that the others were more overt with their desires than she was? Just a matter of opportunity?

      Deeve had already discarded her bandages, and all of the girls made appropriate noises when we showed them the rifles, the communications equipment, and the packets of dehydrated meals.

      But there was disappointment as well. Jayloo’s eyes had grown large as she studied a packet that promised to be a full pork roast, complete with root vegetables and gravy. She looked at us with an imploring expression.

      “But how can we rehydrate it?” she asked.

      I had to smile at her. “At the moment, we can’t. But if Zara can’t figure out a way, surely there has to be a rehydrator in one of the downed spaceships. All we need to do is find one, and then we can feast like kings.”

      I could sense the hope warring with disappointment within them. “But until then?” she started. Then she turned to Zara. “Can you do it? Can you work something up that will do the job?”

      The engineer made an expression that wasn’t hopeful. “Probably not. Not with the limited tools and technology I have available here. Like Adam said, we’ll probably need to find an actual rehydrator somewhere.”

      Jayloo let out a noise filled with grief and disappointment. She raised her head to the heavens. “Why do you do this to me?” she asked.

      The rest of us, as one, had to laugh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 22

        

      

    

    
      It was good to be back in the village. Good to be able to get clean again, and I took the opportunity to do so as soon as I could, leaving most of the girls discussing our haul.

      But I wasn’t the only one to make use of the clear, clean water. This time, it wasn’t Kia who joined me, but Uma.

      The Commander slipped into the same pool I was in. She sighed deeply as she ducked her head under and shook her fingers vigorously though her silky strands.

      When she came back up, her body was glistening with water droplets that rolled delicately along her curves.

      “Do you feel better now that you’re clean?” I asked, knowing the answer already.

      She nodded in agreement, wading over to where I was, a promise of pleasures untold in her eyes.

      “Good,” I said. “Then we can pick up where we left off earlier.”

      “‘Left off?’ Didn’t we both get off?” she laughed.

      “Yeah, but that was just a bit of foreplay compared to what’s going to happen now.”

      Uma made a noise of surprise as I hoisted her up onto the edge of the pool. She was solidly built, muscular and strong, and always seemed to enjoy it when I picked her up as if she was a lot smaller. My gaze was aligned perfectly with her breasts and stomach.

      I leaned forward and began ravaging her body with kisses and love bites. I relished each hard-won sound that escaped her lips. Uma relaxed in my grip and I turned my attention to the place where she was needing me most.

      The unique arousal scent that was all Uma enveloped me and I nudged her knees to open wider so I could stick my tongue inside her body. She cried out and I grinned internally, loving that she was enjoying it. But I was getting too hot, too soon, and I wanted to take my time with her.

      Uma shuddered as I pulled back up to kiss a trail from between her legs all the way up to her lips. I had to pull her off the edge and back into the water to more easily reach, and she moaned in my mouth as we kissed. My hips bumped in between her thighs, giving us both a jolt of sensation.

      My cock was rock hard for Uma, and as her noises grew louder, I knew she was just as hot for me too.

      But apparently, the others were already done talking about our recent finds. Before Uma and I could take it to the next level, Jayloo, Sydney, and Deeve all turned up at the pools.

      “Yay, sex time!” came the joyful call of Jayloo, who cannonballed into the water with her clothes already dumped in a pile near the edge of the pool. With no hesitation at all, she made a beeline for me and began rubbing her naked body all along my back, stirring me into a maddening state of horniness and making Uma laugh.

      Sydney, never far behind Jayloo, slipped in delicately and made her way over to us as well.

      Predictably, Jayloo and Sydney began making out. Uma and I both pulled back from each other a little to watch the show.

      Deeve was next to the party. She snuck up behind me while I was distracted, expert fingers wrapped around my aching cock and almost causing me to double over with pleasure as she stroked me.

      Gritting my teeth so I wouldn’t spill into Deeve’s fantastically talented fingers, I resumed pleasuring Uma with my fingers.

      After a while, Jayloo and Sydney gravitated our way as well. Jayloo began kissing each girl in turn, and when she got to Deeve, she used two fingers to massage the other girl’s clit.

      Deeve returned the favor, letting go of my cock for a moment, and Sydney took her place with a pace that made me weak in the knees.

      I loved it all. Being surrounded by so many gorgeous women was a great antidote to the trials that this world brought. More than that, it made it all worth it. I would have been happy to spend the rest of my life here, no matter how dangerous it was, if this was the reward.

      Soon, it became clear that playing with each other wasn’t enough. They wanted to get fucked by me as they finger fucked each other. And I wasn’t complaining in the least when we eventually settled on Deeve and Jayloo riding my hands in the water while I fucked Uma’s tight center.

      Sydney started to pout as she was the one missing out, but Jayloo and Uma both reached for her at the same time, and then she had more attention than she could easily deal with.

      It took a moment for us all to find the right rhythm, but once we did, the chorus of moans that followed was so much that I had to do long division in my head just to stay sane.

      Stroke for stroke Uma pushed herself onto my cock in a way that left me breathless and a little lightheaded.

      Jayloo was enjoying teasing Uma’s breasts a little too much, while Deeve was simply holding on for dear life to my bicep as I finger fucked her so hard that I was sure she would be the one to give in first.

      I was right.

      Seconds later, Deeve’s tight pussy clamped down on my fingers and her cry rang out like a clock tower chimes throughout a city.

      Her voice was more than erotic, it was downright seductive. I had to think she was doing it on purpose to get me to crack. Damn me, I thought she was going to succeed too. I wanted to explode inside Uma’s body so desperately.

      I might have done so if not for one more surprise. It was Tess, timidly stepping towards us in the pools. This time, she was fully aware of what was happening in front of her.

      This time, she didn’t run away.

      Instead, she tiptoed over and sat down at a respectable distance to watch.

      A blush formed high on her cheeks as she witnessed the last tremors of Deeve’s intense orgasm.

      Deeve slipped off my right hand and sank back into the water, fully sated. The athletic woman looked over to Tess in the corner of my peripheral vision. “Girl, you’re missing out.”

      As if to prove that point, I used my now free hand to grip onto Uma’s hips and thrust into her like my life depended on it. Her soft moans grew in pitch and volume and I bucked into her like a wild stallion.

      However, it was Sydney who came next, overwhelmed by the attention she was receiving. Her orgasm was so intense, she fell backward into the water, and floundered about for a moment before she righted herself.

      Forget long division. I could barely do basic math at this point. Two plus two? All I could think of was two perfect breasts here, two perfect breasts there. Still math, sure, but not really helping my case. I was going to pump my load into Uma for sure unless something distracted me.

      Jayloo beat me to it. She uttered a series of shuddering cries as she grabbed my wrist and forced my fingers deeper and deeper into her body. She came so hard I thought she might break my fingers despite my enhancements.

      Only one more. Only one more. I was already starting to see stars, and was ready right the fuck then to explode.

      Uma looked at me and she nodded. We were in this together. Tess was going to watch as I fucked Uma until there was nothing left in her brain except the memory of my dick inside her.

      Glancing up to see Tess’s reaction, it pleased me to see her fingers had slipped quietly into her pants to find her own pleasure. The sight of her touching herself was too much for me. Stars danced in my vision as I pumped into Uma a scant handful of times before the world narrowed to a pinpoint and I was roaring with my release.

      Her pussy clamped tight on me as I spurted into her, filling her up, and her own orgasm arrived only seconds later.

      She was not quiet either. Pulse racing, I turned to our audience, and just like before with Kia, I locked my eyes onto Tess’s in a silent challenge.

      I wouldn’t push her, but the fact that she was here at all told me what she wanted.

      She opened her mouth, perhaps to speak, but Jayloo piped up first. “What possessed you today, Adam?” she said, still panting from her own release. “I’ve never seen you fuck Uma that hard before.”

      “I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or a reprimand,” I grinned, glancing back at the wild, purpled haired girl.

      “Definitely a compliment,” Uma said, her voice sounded drunk.

      The other girls murmured agreement. In unison, we all looked over to Tess, but the medic had already slipped away.

      Sighing, I rolled my stiff neck a few times. I figured that Tess would join soon enough, when she was ready.
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      It was a new day, at least as far as days were measured on this world, and several of the girls had resumed their work on extending the village walls. I was with Zara, who had taken to the communicators with her tools, testing them thoroughly to see if they would work or if there was something fundamentally broken within them.

      “Usually, it’s all connected to the ship’s power supply,” she was saying. “With the communicators themselves recharging remotely when they are in close enough proximity. But these have been disconnected from whatever ship they came down with and no longer possess any charge at all.”

      The engineer liked to talk as she worked, and I was more than happy to listen.

      “Do you think you can get them to work?” I asked.

      She grinned at me. “I wouldn’t have suggested bringing them back if I didn’t,” she said. “It looks like all they need is a charge, and I’ve already modified the fuel cells so that shouldn’t be an issue. From what I can see, there’s no deterioration of the circuitry within them. All going well, in just a little while, we’ll have the ability to talk to each other no matter where we are on this world.”

      I had to admit, my understanding of the technology governing such equipment was limited. “Even if we’re far enough away that the curvature of the planet gets in the way?”

      Still grinning, the engineer shook her head. “You’re thinking in terms of satellites and radio waves,” she said. “And if that’s what we still used, then you would be right. We’d need to bounce a signal off a satellite, or have a network of towers set up. But that sort of technology went out decades, if not centuries ago. Now, it’s all about quantum entanglement. Within certain limitations, what the pickup receives on one hand is duplicated in real time on the other. No lag, no loss of clarity, and no radio waves required.”

      I’d nodded, but was more than content to simply accept the engineer’s words without seeking a more detailed explanation. I was just happy that when I next went searching for supplies of any sort, I would be able to let those back in the village know what was happening.

      “When will they be good to go?” I asked.

      “Just a couple of hours,” Zara said. “Why? Are you already planning your next trip?”

      I nodded. “We still need to get you more cable,” I said. “Even with the energy rifles, I’ll be happier when the electrified mesh is complete.” I shrugged. “Call me paranoid. I just want everyone to be as safe as they can be.”

      Zara nodded. She was about to say something else, but before she did, both of us heard something entirely unexpected.

      “Hello?”

      It was a voice full of a mixture of anxiety and hope. I knew without having to think that it didn’t belong to any of the girls.

      This voice was male.

      “Is anyone there?”

      The voice came again. It seemed that Zara had come to the same conclusion that I had. She was staring straight at me, holding my eye for a moment.

      Without saying a word, I reached for one of the energy rifles that were waiting to be charged. Zara did the same, and then the two of us were on our feet, heading to the gate.

      Uma and Deeve met us there. I could see a range of emotions in each of their faces, and understood them precisely. Deeve reached for the lock on the gate, intending to open it.

      But Uma was more cautious. “What if it isn’t a survivor?” she said quietly.

      Deeve turned to her. “What else could it be?”

      “This world has made me suspicious. What if there’s some monster out there that can mimic a person?”

      It was an interesting thought.

      “Hello?” came the voice again. “Please, I’ve been all by myself. Everyone else is dead.”

      “It sounds pretty human to me,” I said. “But if it isn’t, we can deal with that, too.” I raised my energy weapon, and the others all understood what I meant.

      “Open it,” I said, and Deeve did as I asked.

      With me in the lead, the four of us made our way out of the gate and into the forest.

      “Where are you?” I called, and that was enough.

      There was movement from just ahead, and a man stepped out from beneath the trees.

      He was wiry and slim, with dark hair caked in dirt. His expression was drawn, his eyes and cheeks sunken, and he looked weak and ill. His clothing was the type of utilitarian uniform often worn by a ship’s crew, and was torn and stained with patches of dirt and what looked to be blood.

      His hands were covered in bandages, and he wore a plasma blaster at his side. He hesitated as he took us all in, his gaze resting on the girls much more than on me.

      “Are you real?” he asked, his voice trembling and weak.

      A quick glance around told me that he was alone. If any of us had any doubt that he was human, that swiftly faded when I saw that, like us, he wore a clump of the protective plant on his shoulder.

      I lowered my weapon, letting it hang from the strap over my shoulder. “We are,” I said. “What is your name?” I said. “How is it that you are here?”

      The fear didn’t fade completely from his expression. But much of it was replaced by open relief.

      “Oh, God. I thought I was imagining you all. I couldn’t bring myself to approach you when I saw you the two of you walking by.” He looked at me and Zara, and I finally knew what I’d sensed as we made our way back to the village.

      “My name is Timmy. I don’t know how long I’ve been here. My ship crashed. Everyone else is dead.”

      At the last, it was like he let go of some of his control. It was as if he’d been keeping himself together by willpower alone, and now that he’d found us, he seemed to crumple.

      His chin quivered, and tears began to leak from his eyes. At the same time, he collapsed to his knees and buried his face in his hands.

      “Thank God,” he said once again, his voice unsteady. “I thought I was going to die here.”

      As I often did in such circumstances, I left it to the girls to offer Timmy the comfort he needed. Deeve and Zara were up to the task, bending low to meet the man on his level, offering words of comfort, telling him that he was safe now, that things would be okay.

      At the same time, Uma and I had a more pragmatic focus.

      “Odd sort of name,” Uma said. “Seems a bit young-sounding for an adult. Anyway, let’s get him inside. And we’d better find Tess as well. He doesn’t look healthy.”
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      Tess greeted us with a smile and she took half a step toward me before she noticed the newcomer. Then her smile faded. She took one look at the man, gave a quiet sigh and gestured for him to enter her hut.

      Timmy was being helped by both Deeve and Zara, but Tess took their place.

      “I’ve got him,” she said. “Give me a few minutes to check him over.”

      The way she said it, it was clear that she considered this a medical situation, and that meant a certain amount of privacy was expected. The rest of us hung around the medic’s door until, several minutes later, she reappeared to give us an update.

      “Our new friend—what is his name?” Tess began.

      “Timmy,” Zara supplied.

      “Timmy. Yes. He’s suffering from a variety of issues, including a number of injuries, malnutrition, and simple exhaustion. And, like our own Jayloo, it seems that he has stumbled across at least one of the jungle’s toxic denizens. His immune system is doing what it can, but I would like to harvest some more of Adam’s nanites to bolster Timmy’s natural resilience and give him a fighting chance.”

      “Of course,” I said without hesitation. By then, all the girls had been infused with my nanites, just in case they were needed. I had no issue at all with sharing them with this newcomer as well.

      “What about the bandages on his hands?” Deeve asked.

      “That’s perhaps the most interesting thing. He’s suffering from frostbite. Both on his hands and feet. I’ve done what I can with the supplies that we have. Dressed his wounds, and applied antiseptics and new bandages. Beyond that, with rest, food, and Adam’s nanites in the mix, I expect him to make a full recovery.”

      It was good to hear. When Tess had looked after Jayloo, not so long ago, she had been far less optimistic.

      “Can we talk to him?” I asked.

      Tess shook her head. “He’s exhausted and delirious. I think he’s been trying to stay awake, to protect himself from the jungle. As soon as I got him onto my cot, he fell asleep. So I’d like to give him a couple of days. Give him a chance to sleep. Let him get some of his strength back. Then you can talk.”

      I had no intention of going against the wishes of our one and only trained medical provider. Nor, apparently, did anyone else. There was nothing else for it. We all wandered off, to head back to what we were doing before.

      Later, we were once again sharing an evening meal under the shade of the sails we had put up. The fire was spitting and crackling, sending sparks several feet into the air, and as it had done so many times before, it provided a comforting backdrop as we talked.

      The topic of conversation was Timmy. And the speculations were rife.

      That he had survived in the trees for some time all alone was apparent to all. The question was for how long.

      “He looked very thin,” Sydney said.

      “We’re all thin,” Deeve replied with a laugh. “A steady diet of meats and fruits with no complex carbs to back it all up will do that to a person.”

      “No, but his uniform,” added Jayloo. “It looked a size or two too big for him. He’s been here long enough to lose any excess he might have had on him before.”

      “Or it might never have fit him,” Kia said. “You know what it can be like for new recruits on a Company ship. They don’t always have the right sizes.”

      While there had been little animosity between the psychic and Jayloo since Jayloo’s recovery, they still saw things in different ways.

      But Jayloo acknowledged the point. “Maybe,” she said.

      We talked about not having seen any evidence of a ship going down, like we had with Tess and Zara’s.

      “But that doesn’t mean he crashed before we got here,” Zara said. “It just might mean that he came down too far away for us to have noticed.”

      It was another valid point. “But it still must be within walking distance,” Sydney suggested.

      “Unless he teleported here,” the Commander said. “The question is, just what ‘walking distance’ means. We all—well, most of us—walked here from the middle of the wastelands, where our own ship touched down. But while that’s technically walking distance, I wouldn’t call it an afternoon’s stroll.”

      The big question on everybody’s mind about the newcomer were the bandages on his hands and feet, and the frostbite beneath them.

      “How can he have gotten frostbite in a place like this?” Jayloo asked out loud.

      “There are two possibilities,” I said, choosing to answer. “There are cooling systems on any star-faring ship. Perhaps, as his ship came down, one of those ruptured, spilling whatever coolant it used. Perhaps Timmy got caught in that.”

      The girls nodded as they thought about what I had said. It made sense, but to my mind, it wasn’t the most likely scenario.

      “And what’s the other possibility?” Uma asked, though I could see by the look in her eye that perhaps she had already figured it out by herself.

      “This world is locked with one side always pointed to the sun,” I said. “We all know this. We’ve lived in the band of perpetual twilight for weeks now, and the only hint of variation has been when those earthquakes knock us about. But even then, the changes were slight, and it settles back down within just a couple of weeks.”

      I looked at them, and saw that at least some of the others had raced ahead, taking what I’d said and extrapolating.

      “You don’t mean…” Jayloo began.

      “He crashed on the dark side?” Sydney finished.

      I nodded. “Any place that doesn’t see the sun for long periods of time is going to be a bit frosty. Even here, in the jungle. It’s considerably cooler than out in the desert, and not all of that is due to the trees. The farther into the dark side we go, the colder it is likely to get.”

      Everyone thought about this for a moment or two. Then Deeve barked a laugh. “It would be nice if we could just talk to him about all this and ask. It would save a lot of guesswork.”

      The athletic woman was right. But from what Tess had said, he wasn’t in any condition to really answer.

      “It’s just a couple of days,” Kia said, her voice containing the same dreamlike quality it held when she was speaking of events that she’d seen.

      It was Deeve who changed the tone of the conversation. She gave me a knowing grin and raised an eyebrow. “So, it looks like Adam isn’t the only man on this world anymore,” she said.

      It was a challenge, and everyone knew it. The girls looked at me, some of them making noises of anticipation, eager to hear my response.

      “Are you saying I should be worried?” I said.

      “Are you? I mean, you’ve got a good thing going here, I would think. Another man in the mix might upset that, mightn’t it?”

      I returned Deeve’s grin with one of my own, and broadened my gaze to include everyone. “You are all free to make your own choices,” I said. “But you’re right. I do have a good thing going here. And I very much hope that it continues.” I looked at Deeve directly. “Do you feel like changing how it all works, now that Timmy is here?”

      The athletic woman’s challenging look faded. “Well. No. I’m quite happy with things as they are. I don’t even mind sharing.”

      That was good enough for me. I looked at each of the other women in turn, and each of them reaffirmed our relationship in their own way. Even Jayloo and Sydney.

      The only one who didn’t was Tess, who was tending to Timmy in her hut.

      As that topic of conversation faded, Zara chuckled out loud. “Well, I hope Timmy is good with keeping his own company,” she said. “It looks like we’ve all made our choice.”

      There was a general round of laughter at this, and the conversation drifted to other things.

      On other days, such gatherings had turned into celebrations, with dancing and rhythmic music. Since then, we had tried different techniques to encourage fermentation of some of the fruit we had found, with the intention of adding alcohol into the fun.

      But so far we’d been disappointed by the results. We’d managed some fermentation, it was true, but the results had been almost undrinkable.

      Perhaps if we had been successful, those spontaneous dance parties would have happened more often. Instead, without it, it seemed that the girls were more inclined to just talk in a more subdued matter.

      Eventually, the topic of conversation turned back to what I planned to do next.

      Jayloo was the first to offer a suggestion.

      “You heard what the doc said,” the purple-haired woman said. “One of Timmy’s main problems is malnutrition. We’ve now got all these packets of dehydrated food. All we need is to rehydrate them, and all of Timmy’s nutritional needs will be fixed.”

      She said it with a grin, and several of the other women laughed out loud.

      “And you getting your roast dinner has nothing to do with it?” Sydney asked, her tone gently teasing.

      Jayloo turned on her. “Of course not!” she said in mock outrage. “My only motivation is to help ensure the rapid recovery of our newest companion!”

      She turned back to the rest of us, and added clearly enough for everyone to hear. “Although, if a roast meal is on the menu, who am I to say no?”

      Another round of laughter.

      “There was a rehydrator on my ship,” Zara began.

      “Yes!” Jayloo jumped in. “And we know where that is. Adam can be there and back within just a couple of days. And then we can eat!”

      It was a tempting thought. But Uma was already shaking her head.

      “While it would be nice,” the Commander said, “and I’m not saying we shouldn’t factor it into our plans, the purpose of the last expedition was to collect more of the cable we need for our defenses.”

      “So? Get the cable from Zara’s ship.”

      “We’ve already salvaged as much as we can from it,” I said. “What you’re suggesting is a special trip for the rehydrator all by itself.”

      Jayloo was nothing if not stubborn. She was yet to give up. “And what would be so wrong with that?” she asked.

      She did have a point, and I could see that some of the others were considering it.

      This time, it was Zara who was shaking her head. “You’re forgetting one thing,” she said.

      “What?” Jayloo asked.

      “It’s going to be me who extracts it from my ship. I’m the one with the expertise. And while I could probably talk you through it, do you really want to risk something going wrong enough to make the whole trip worthless?”

      Jayloo just stared at the woman. She nodded. “Yeah, so?”

      “Well, I’ve just come back from another expedition. I’m not built the way Adam is. I’m tired, and would like a bit of a rest before heading out once again.”

      It was a fair enough point, and everyone knew it. Even Jayloo, whose face fell at the engineer’s words.

      She was resilient, though, and within just a few heartbeats, she was grinning again. “Yeah, I get it. Sometimes, after a couple of rounds with Adam, I need time to recover as well.”

      She said it with a smirk, and the girls laughed again.

      “So, what do we do?” Deeve asked. “Pick another target at random and hope that Adam and whoever goes with him this time can find the cable we need?” The way she said it, it sounded as if she would be eager to go. As she might well have been. Even though she had expressed a certain distaste for the jungle in the past, she was perhaps the most attuned to it.

      At the very least, she was the one who enjoyed being cooped up in the village the least. If you didn’t count me.

      As the others weighed the merits of her words, I found myself shaking my head.

      “I think we should wait until we’ve had a chance to talk to Timmy,” I said.

      “Wait? Why?” Deeve asked.

      “Think about it. The last two targets we’ve checked out have both been a bust for cables. The most recent one wasn’t a downed ship at all, but the hoard of a creature that seemed to like gathering shiny, metallic things. And the time before that? I’m certain that there is a downed ship somewhere in the area. A freighter. But all we could find in that swamp was a few containers. Where the main body of the freighter might be, we don’t have the equipment to go looking.”

      I took a deep breath, and continued to talk. “The next target we choose might be exactly what we’re looking for, or it might be another bust. We have no way of telling in advance. But if we talk to Timmy about his ship, we’ll know before we even head out whether or not it will have what we need.”

      It was a logical plan of attack, but some of the girls didn’t like it.

      “What are we going to do in the time it takes Timmy to recover?” Jayloo asked.

      I grinned at her. “I don’t know about everyone else, but I’m going to eat, rest, and hopefully make love a few times. If I have time, perhaps I’ll take one of the energy rifles and bring back some more meat for our stores. Because despite what some of you seem to think, I need a chance to relax and recover as well.”

      The girls responded with comments full of surprise that soon degenerated into an additional round of laughter.
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      During the days that followed, if days was the right word, I did everything I’d told the girls I would do. I rested, I had fun with Kia, with Deeve, and with Uma, and I would have liked to take things further with Tess, but she was spending most of her time looking after Timmy.

      So I went hunting to replenish our stores of meat.

      Despite what was by then a standard rule of never leaving the village alone, that was exactly what I did in this case. I knew from past experiences that the girls would just slow me down. And besides, Zara had managed to get the communicators working.

      I slipped one over my ear, and was able to stay in constant contact with Zara all the way.

      In addition, she’d charged our newly acquired energy rifles, and I had no qualms at all about taking one with me.

      That left four energy weapons back at the village, counting the hand blaster belonging to Timmy, and I figured that would be more than enough to deal with any surprises that might come up while I was gone.

      I had to admit, there was a primitive part of me that enjoyed the atavistic nature of hunting my prey with a makeshift spear and machete. But this wasn’t about appealing to my most primitive self.

      This was about survival, and I was more than happy to trade that primitive pleasure for sheer efficiency.

      I had been walking barely twenty minutes before I caught sight of one of the creatures I often hunted. A flighty creature about the same size as a big deer, like so many other beasts of this world, it was covered in spines, and given to leap away at the slightest excuse.

      This time, I was able to stay far enough away from it to not provide that excuse. I didn’t even need to discard the protective plant I still carried.

      Staying hidden behind the trunk of a tree, I aimed along the barrel and squeezed the trigger.

      A line of blue energy appeared for an instant, the sound of the shot joining the background noise of the jungle for the briefest of moments.

      My target never knew what happened. One moment, it was alive, munching on a waxy-looking leaf that few creatures seemed to be able to digest, and the next, it was down.

      I knew that there was still a chance that my kill might attract predators, and hurried toward it.

      “The hunt has been successful,” I said into my comms unit. “I should be back at the village within the next twenty minutes or so.”

      “Well done,” came Zara’s response, and I found myself musing about my time as an assessor. I knew more about the determined engineer than I’d ever known about the support staff I’d talked to back then.

      Then I bent to pick up my kill, slung it over my shoulder, and turned to head back.

      I was washing up after butchering the deer-thing, and wondering if I should help the girls who were still working on the village walls, when Kia came up to me.

      “Timmy is about to wake, and is recovered enough that Tess will let you talk with him now.”

      She said it in her vague, ethereal way, and I didn’t know if Tess had simply told her this, or if the psychic woman had sensed it to be true.

      Either way, it made no real difference. I thanked Kia, and together, we headed to the hut where the man rested.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It turned out that everyone in the village was interested in talking to the newcomer. Not counting Timmy himself, there were eight of us, and that was just too many to all fit comfortably in the hut.

      In the end, Uma, Deeve and I made our way inside, with Tess there as well to keep a close eye on Timmy.

      The medic mentioned that it would take a while for the newcomer to regain his strength, and she didn’t want us to tire him out unnecessarily.

      We promised that we wouldn’t, and after a brief round of introductions, I studied the man.

      He was just as wiry and thin as he’d looked before. But the hollow look about his face and eyes was far less severe than it had been. His color was better, and Tess must have spent some time cleaning the mud and dirt away from his skin and hair.

      He was sitting up in the bed, with a selection of meat and fruit beside him on one of the shaped pieces of salvaged metal we were using as plates.

      As each of us stated who we were, the man managed an uncertain smile, his gaze lingering on the women.

      “You wouldn’t believe how happy I am to meet you all,” he said. “I don’t know how long I’ve been wandering through the trees, thinking I was the only person alive on this world. I thought I was going to die here, with nobody to say a prayer over my grave.”

      Tears welled up in his eyes as he spoke, and Deeve shot a glance my way with a quick smirk. But then she crossed to the man and sat down on the edge of his cot, providing comfort with her proximity.

      “That isn’t going to happen,” the athletic woman said. “You’re with us now. And if there’s one thing we’ve gotten pretty good at, it’s keeping each other alive.”

      It seemed that even though Timmy was regaining his physical strength, he still had a way to go to match that psychologically. Which was fair enough, I thought to myself. Not everyone had all the traits required to deal with what he’d been through.

      I waited as long as I could, but I was impatient. “Timmy, it’s good to see you’re regaining your strength. But we were hoping to learn more about who you are, and how you survived as long as you did in the trees. And your ship. Is it nearby? What condition is it in? Do you think it is possible to get it to fly once more?”

      Despite his emotional fragility, there was the spark of intelligence within Timmy’s eyes. He understood what I was asking. He looked to me and began to tell his tale.

      “There were five of us who survived the crash,” he said. “But the cold and the—things—that came out of the dark were too much. There were only two of us still alive when we got to the jungle, and Richard—he was the copilot—well, he got eaten by something that came out of the ground not long after.”

      As he told his story, Timmy’s face crumpled again, and I thought he would revert to tears once more. But he drew a deep breath and continued what he was saying.

      “I don’t really know how I survived. Luck, mostly, or the grace of God. As for the ship, well, I’m not an engineer. But repairing it was our first thought when we came down, although even to me, it didn’t seem likely. Not including the damage to the hull, the main engine thruster was damaged to the point where it might have been easier to rebuild it.”

      The man paused just to breathe for a while.

      “After we crashed, I couldn’t believe it was happening. I prayed and prayed that it was a dream, that I would simply wake up, and everything would be back as it should have been.” He shook his head sadly. “But it was real. My friends were dead. Most of them anyway, at that point. And the rest of us were trapped on a world that seemed to be in perpetual darkness.”

      Deeve asked a follow-up question, and pretty soon, Timmy told his whole story.

      It wasn’t much different from that of the rest of us, except maybe me, because I was the only one who’d been transported in chains.

      Timmy had been the Communications Officer on a small transport hauling perishables. Not everyone who lived in space survived on rations or dehydrated meals. Even on the Company space stations that acted as guardians for the portal network, there were high-end dining options. And most of them demanded the fruit and vegetables to be fresh.

      “Some of the outer worlds as well,” Timmy said. “It wasn’t what we always did, but more often than not, we would be transporting some delicacy or other to a place where that delicacy didn’t naturally exist.”

      Given our own issues with our diet on this world, combined with our recent discovery of the dehydrated food in the salamander’s lair, I could almost sense what the others were thinking. But Timmy continued his story with no interjections.

      Just like with the Eve transport, and with Zara and Tess’s ship as well, Timmy and his crew were approaching one of the portals with no indication of anything wrong.

      Timmy had spoken to the station, and received clearance to jump, but they had never reached their destination. Instead, they’d found themselves suddenly within the atmosphere of this planet, completely out of control, the systems already damaged and the whole ship starting to fracture before they could do anything to stop it.

      “It didn’t feel like a normal jump, either. It felt longer, and, I don’t know, twisted somehow. It just didn’t feel normal, and it shouldn’t have brought us here.”

      They had scrambled into the emergency seats, and buckled themselves down according to regulations, but that was all they could do.

      The next thing Timmy knew was that they were down, he was upside down in his restraints, and it was freezing cold.

      “How cold?” I asked.

      He looked at me. “The ship’s systems were down. None of us was wearing a full survival suit. We had no sensors that could tell us. But it was cold enough that every breath I took, I could feel it in my lungs. Cold enough that I started shivering almost immediately. Like inside a commercial freezer.”

      Timmy carried on with his story. The survivors couldn’t stay where they were, not if they wanted to avoid freezing to death in a very short time. They had to leave, and so they rummaged around for anything they could take, including any spare clothing belonging to those that hadn’t survived the crash.

      “We were desperate,” the wiry man said, as if he was trying to justify what they had done. “And they didn’t need their clothes anymore. The survivors all climbed into at least three different layers, but even that wasn’t really enough. I was lucky. We had no gloves, but I found a couple of jackets where the sleeves were long enough that at least my hands the mostly covered. Dennis—he was another one of the crew. His fingers blistered very early on. He couldn’t sleep with the pain, and I think in the end it was the shock of it that killed him.”

      He lapsed into silence again, remembering his dead crewmate. Then he shook himself and continued. “It soon became clear that this world didn’t rotate. Or if it did, it did so too slowly to matter. We knew roughly where we were, from what we’d seen as we came down. We knew there was sunlight somewhere.” He gave a weak shrug, as if thinking about everything that had happened.

      “How did you know which direction to go?” Uma asked.

      “I didn’t. I just followed along. I never knew how the others figured that out.”

      There was another question that I had to ask. “You landed on the dark side of this world. How did you see?”

      “It wasn’t really that dark,” he replied, surprising me with his answer. “And I think that’s what saved us in the end. There were half a dozen moons in the sky, some of them quite large.” He gave his small shrug again. “I don’t remember much of the actual journey. It was so cold I could barely think. But this much I do remember. It was actually darker when the rain began. The clouds blocked out much of the remaining light.”

      “Maybe the moons saved you in another way as well,” I said, just thinking out loud more than anything else. “The temperature you described. The frostbite. The multiple layers of clothing. I think it might have been even worse if the moons hadn’t reflected some of the sunlight.”

      Timmy nodded. “If it was just the cold, maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad. Even thought that was bad enough. But there were these creatures as well. Monsters. More in among the trees than in the dark. It was like we were under attack every step we took.”

      “But you made it,” Deeve said. “You survived. And here you are now.”

      The man nodded. “I did,” he agreed, but there was something in his tone that suggested even now, he didn’t quite believe it.

      That would come in time, I thought, as he regained his strength. But for the moment, I had a couple more questions I had to ask.

      “How far away is your ship from here, do you think?”

      But I didn’t get a definitive answer.

      “I don’t really know. The days here—they all merge together. There was no day, no night. I don’t know how long I’ve been here. Sometimes it feels like months, or even years. But maybe it didn’t take us long to reach the rain from where we crashed. Or maybe it did. I don’t really remember. But it can’t have, because we would all have died.” He shrugged. “I just don’t know.”

      I nodded, accepting that this was the only answer I was going to get. I lamented that not everyone had the same enhancements that I’d been given. If this man had been given half of the upgrades within me, he would have known how far away his ship was to within a few inches.

      We asked a few more questions about the condition of Timmy’s ship and whether there was a rehydrator on board, but it wasn’t all one-way. Timmy asked his fair share as well, asking how many people were in the village, how long we had been there, and how we’d survived.

      The protective blue plant came up, and Timmy said that was a miracle from God, and was the only thing that had kept him alive in this world.

      We told him about the wastelands under the sun, and he said he’d traveled that far as well, but had chosen to head back into the jungle for water.

      Finally, when it seemed that Timmy’s energy reserves were lagging, Tess stepped in to call an end to the questions. I could see the look of relief on Timmy’s face, and chose not to argue.

      The three of us headed out, and through unspoken agreement, we headed to the fire pit to talk.

      Nor was it just the three of us. The others all gathered as well, and it was Jayloo who got the ball rolling.

      “So, how about it? Does this Timmy have a ship in good enough condition to take us away from here? Or what?”

      The way she said it was enough to get a few of the others to laugh. Yet there was hope in their eyes as well. In Sydney’s and Zara’s in particular. But not even Kia was immune, even though the psychic no doubt already knew the answer.

      “It doesn’t sound like it,” I said. “But we still have a few things we need to discuss.”

      So saying, I quickly summarized what Timmy had said. I told them that his ship sounded like a good target for our next salvage operation.

      “From what he said, we might be able to gather all the cable we need, and there’s a rehydrator as well. Timmy didn’t say, but it might even make sense to see if there are any additional fuel cells worth salvaging, and you never know what else might be there.”

      The girls took it all in.

      “So, that’s where you’re heading next?” Sydney asked.

      “Not necessarily. We don’t know exactly where Timmy’s ship is.”

      I turned to Zara, who already had her device out and ready. “From what little we know, do you think you can figure it out?” I asked.

      The engineer was already nodding. “Assuming Timmy’s ship came down before mine did, I should have a record of it. But if he hasn’t been down here that long, then there’s nothing I can do. The data I have is fixed. It doesn’t update.”

      “Try it,” Uma said.

      Zara nodded.

      “Look for potential targets on the dark side of this world, within walking distance to the jungle. Basically, the closest targets you have to us here,” I said.

      She was already working. “There are two. Equal distance away. Either one could be Timmy’s ship.”

      She made the display bigger so that we could both see.

      “So that’s it?” Jayloo asked. “That’s where you’re going?”

      “I guess so. But this won’t be like just another excursion. We’re going to need specialist clothing. Our canvas ponchos might be good enough for keeping us dry, but what we’ll need for this will be warmth.”

      “So, what?” Uma asked. “You’ll be hunting for creatures that we can skin for their fur?”

      I thought about it. “I don’t think so. Most of the creatures here have smoother skin. Scales, sometimes spines. The closest to fur was the wolf things out in the desert. And I don’t feel inclined to go all the way back just for that.”

      Uma stared at me. “What, then?”

      I grinned. But instead of answering her directly, I turned to Zara. “I know we’ve been relying on you for a lot lately,” I said. “But I’m wondering if I can get you to do one more piece of magic.”

      The dark-skinned woman just smiled. “Anything you want,” she said.

      “We have cables. We have power supplies. Is there any chance you can work up some sort of makeshift thermal suit?” I asked. I was thinking about my last journey to an ice world, where I’d fought the oversized simian creature.

      The engineer slowly nodded. “You know, I think I might be able to do something like that. I’ll have to test the wiring within the cables to see if I can use them as some sort of heating element, and I might need to do something tricky to keep it from just bursting into flame. But yeah. I think I could do that.”

      Then she looked at me curiously. “But do you really want to carry around one of those fuel cells?” she asked.

      It was my turn to grin. “The fuel cells aren’t our only possible energy source. We’ve still got the plasma cutters from the toolboxes, and now we have the plasma rifles as well. I’m not keen on sacrificing a rifle in order to stay warm, but maybe you can adapt the plasma cutters’ internal power supply.”

      The engineer just smiled and nodded. I took that to mean that she could.

      There were a few other questions that needed to be answered. The most important was whether or not we needed to wait until Timmy regained enough strength to come with us.

      But I didn’t think we needed to do so.

      “The new comms devices will allow us to talk back and forth without any concerns,” I said. “And besides, when it was suggested, Timmy really didn’t seem keen to go back.”

      The others accepted my words readily enough.

      “That’s it? Just the thermal suits?” Uma asked.

      “Well, we’ll need something to see by, but I think we might already have that covered from our last trip. Other than that, there’s still the usual question. Who is coming with me?”
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      Deeve and Sydney were the first to volunteer, and as soon as the environmentalist did so, Jayloo turned toward her and began an animated discussion.

      They were both doing what they could to keep their voices low, but I gathered that Jayloo wasn’t keen on Sydney going.

      “It’s dangerous,” the purple-haired woman said.

      “I want to do my share,” Sydney returned.

      If I’d had to guess who would be more likely to get her way out of those two, I would have picked Jayloo every time. She was fiery and given to bouts of irrationality, both of which were traits that shouldn’t have had much to do with winning an argument, but I’d witnessed logic and reason fall to them time and time again.

      So it was a little surprising when, as the discussion continued, not only did Sydney not back down at all, but she actually changed Jayloo’s position completely.

      “I’ll go too,” the purple-haired woman said finally said. But she didn’t look happy about it.

      I studied the two of them. “It’ll be dangerous. Just like the last trip, we’ll be outside of the area where the plant can protect us.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell her,” Jayloo said, sounding indignant. “It should be Uma and Deeve who go. Like last time.”

      But Sydney shook her head. “This is different. The rules have changed. We have energy weapons now, enough for each of us even with one back here in the village. Which means all you need, aside from an extra pair of hands or a couple of backpacks, is someone who can shoot.” The environmentalist smiled. “We’re not military trained, but we can do that easily enough.”

      “You’re sure?” I said.

      “No,” said Jayloo.

      “Yes,” said Sydney.

      “Jayloo?” I asked.

      She didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, “Fine. Yes, I’m sure. I’m coming too.”

      I studied both of them for some time more, but neither of them changed their minds. So I looked to Kia, to see what she might have to say.

      The psychic woman seemed to be lost in a world of her own, and didn’t comment.

      It was a good enough answer in itself. I knew her well enough to know that if she saw any danger, she would have said something.

      Finally, I nodded. “Anyone else? Uma?”

      “I think I should stay here this time. Given we have someone new to look after.”

      I understood what she meant. Timmy was an unknown quantity, and while he didn’t seem dangerous, it still made sense for the Commander to stick around.

      “Zara?” I said.

      The engineer looked thoughtful. “You’re thinking about that rehydrator,” she said. “And how hard it might be to get it out.”

      I nodded.

      “Well, I’ve been thinking about that. And I think I could probably talk you through it easily enough. So maybe I don’t have to go with you this time after all.” She smiled. “And as much as I don’t like the heat, I hate the cold even more.”

      I turned back to Kia, who answered my question before I could ask.

      “Not this time,” she said. “But next time I will. We all will,” she added, and it wasn’t entirely clear what she meant.
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      We couldn’t go immediately. That much was clear. For past trips, all we needed to do was gather enough food and make sure that we had enough of the blue-flowered plant to protect us.

      This time, we had to wait for Zara to work her magic.

      It wasn’t straightforward. She first had to test different configurations of wiring to see which would produce the most beneficial warming effects without becoming too hot and burning the fabric next to them. The next job, that of creating a pattern for the suits, was over to the others.

      It was Sydney who took the lead in this. She’d played a major role in the creation of our ponchos, and the backpacks as well. It was something in the way that her mind worked that she could easily mark out a simple set of geometric shapes in a flat length of fabric, that when cut out, would neatly fit together into whatever garment she wanted.

      She used the scissors from one of the medical kits, and while they were on the small size, at least they were sharp.

      From there, Deeve and I made a short excursion beyond the village walls to gather as much of a feathery moss that grew on boulders as we could find.

      This was one of the few life forms in this world that wasn’t dangerous in any way, and Sydney and Jayloo, working together, tacked it in place with thread that we had scavenged, once again, from the medical kits.

      We had a surprising amount of that thread, but not an endless supply. The girls were both careful with how much they used.

      That done, Zara supervised the laying in of the wiring, taking care to keep the space between it even.

      Then another layer of the feathery moss, and finally a second layer of fabric, and we had created an insulated, thermal material, cut out in panels, that Jayloo and Sydney between them then sewed into shape.

      Within just a few days, the girls had created jackets, pants, and importantly, mittens for all of us who were going on the trip. We each tried them on, and I was surprised at how comfortably my set fit. They had even crafted a hood that covered most of my face, leaving only my eyes unprotected.

      The color scheme was a little bit off, but that hadn’t been a consideration. Sydney and Jayloo had used whatever was available, which meant that my suit was mostly black and grey, but had panels that were green, blue, and one that was orange with white seagulls printed on it.

      To my mind, the colors didn’t matter in the slightest. We weren’t doing this to wow fashion aficionados at the catwalk. And besides, I fully intended to wear my poncho over the thermal jacket anyway.

      Zara had one more task to do. She butchered the plasma cutters and figured out a way to bifurcate their power supplies without lessening the power output in any way. And she had somehow cobbled together individual controls for each of us.

      We had the ability to turn up the heat on our suits as required.
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      We didn’t wear the thermal suits right away, but instead packed them away in our backpacks, to be used when required instead.

      By the time we were ready, Timmy was up and about. I took the opportunity to question him further about where his ship might have been, but he really didn’t know. His memories were still patchy, and he had no real sense of direction on this world anyway.

      He answered my questions as well as he could, but I didn’t really learn a great deal more than I had the first time I spoke with him.

      As we prepared ourselves to go, thermal suits packed safely away in our packs until they were needed, Zara presented me with her device.

      “Take care of it,” she said. “If you break it, that’s it. I don’t have the tools required to repair something as complex as this.”

      I accepted the device with a degree of solemnity, understanding that she hadn’t let it out of her sight since I’d met her.

      “You could always come with us,” I said.

      But she shook her head. “I told you. As much as I don’t like the incessant rain in this place and I’m not much good with heat, I really, really, really hate the cold. With this one, I’m happy enough to let you go without me.” She smiled at me. “Don’t worry, I’ll be on comms as much as I can.”

      It was good enough for me.

      Uma, Tess, Kia, and Timmy all said their goodbyes, Timmy a bit awkwardly, and that was it. The four of us, me, Deeve, Jayloo, and Sydney made our way out of the gate and into the trees.

      I admit, I was feeling better prepared for this trip than I had in the past. Not only did we have the thermal suits and our communications devices, but we had the flares and the energy rifles as well.

      Even though we were heading to the dark side, we also took some of the protective blue flower with us anyway. We each knew that its effectiveness against the predators of this world was likely to fade as the sky grew darker, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t worthwhile taking it along.

      We also carried our usual supply of tools and drinking water, and a few other things we might need along the way.

      “Last chance to back out,” I said to the girls, not looking at anyone in particular.

      Deeve immediately reaffirmed her intention to go, as did Sydney. Jayloo had a surly expression, but all she said was, “Let’s get this over with.”

      And then we were through the gate and into the trees, with Jayloo already muttering under her breath.

      As for me, the chance to go on the new excursion was like a weight lifting off my shoulders. Ever since we’d returned to the village without the cabling, I’d been feeling unsettled. I knew that no protection would ever be perfect, especially on a world like this, but I still wanted to complete those we had started.

      And in truth, I was looking forward to bringing back a food rehydrator, the same as everyone else.

      As well as that, when it came down to it, I just wasn’t built for hanging around in the village. It was in my nature to want to stretch my legs, to always be looking for something new to explore.

      While Jayloo feared the dangers this world offered, I actively looked forward to pitting myself against them.

      Within reason, of course. I wasn’t reckless about it, and had every intention of coming back home in one piece. But to my mind, the danger was part of what made life worth living.

      It seemed that Deeve shared that perspective. The athletic woman was humming to herself as we made our way through the trees. She had taken the lead even as I lagged behind, keeping the other two between us. Every so often, I glanced at the device Zara had given me, and called out any course corrections that were required.

      In this way, we made our way through the trees, largely ignored by the predators, keeping our eyes open for less active dangers.

      Every so often, we checked in with the others at the base. More often than not, it was Zara who responded, but the others all seemed to want reassurance that things were going all right as well.

      It didn’t seem to matter that this was hardly our first excursion into the jungle, or that I had safely returned, with whomever I was traveling with, every time.

      The girls just wanted to make sure that we were all uninjured, and to get updates on where we were. Typically, the conversations were brief, and ended with admonitions to be careful.

      Within a surprisingly small number of hours, the jungle began to grow noticeably darker.

      At the same time, the ambient noises, the ongoing chirp of insects, the distant warning calls, the growls and shrieks of predators on the attack, seemed to grow more ominous.

      The smells changed as well. From the fresh vibrancy of the jungle, the earthy tang with hints of sweetness from flowers and fruit, it seemed to grow sour.

      Jayloo put it best when she took a deep breath before curling up her face in disgust.

      “Jesus fuck,” she said. “It stinks around here. Like the whole damned place died of some horrible disease and is already half rotten.”

      And perhaps she wasn’t far off.

      This part of the jungle did seem to be more putrid. It was just as fertile, just as dedicated to growth as the area we lived in. But while there were fungal lifeforms all over, it seemed that they were more dominant here.

      Everywhere I looked, I could see sickly, amorphous shapes in shades ranging from vomit yellow and green through to inky blackness.

      Nor were the fungi all static. Some seemed to be something between plant and animal, extending pseudopods in different directions, seeking to spread their infection.

      “Keep your eyes open,” I said. “And your weapons at the ready. The protection offered by our blue flowers isn’t going to last much longer.”

      Along with the change in the types of life grown around us, the rain grew heavier as well. It could have been that the canopy was no longer as thick and protective. Or it could have been that the cloud cover above was heavier. Either way, all four of us walked with our hoods up, and Deeve’s cheerful humming faded away.

      My initial sense of enjoyment at being out and about again had been pushed aside by my caution and watchfulness. More than once, I trained my energy weapon on something that gave me cause for concern. But so far, I had yet to pull the trigger.

      The temperature dropped in tune with the growing darkness. I could see well enough, but knew that soon, the girls would be struggling. And the rain that made it to the skin on my hands and my face had turned decidedly icy.

      “What’s that?” Deeve asked, out of nowhere.

      I swiveled and saw a dark shape swarming toward us in the gloom. I didn’t hesitate, but instead quickly aimed and pull the trigger.

      The amorphous shape let out a squeal of pain, and seemed to pause for a moment. Then it continued its advance.

      I fired twice more, and Deeve did the same, and by the end of that quick energy barrage, the attacking creature was reduced to a smoking ruin.

      “I think the best strategy from here on might be to shoot first and ask questions later,” I said.

      The others all seemed to agree with this approach, and from then on, as we walked, fingers of blue plasma shot out almost at random, touching this and that, sometimes finding legitimate threats, but more often than not burning something harmless.

      It seemed a decent strategy. Our weapons were fully charged. If nine out of ten shots were wasted but one saved a life, I judged we were still ahead of the game.

      And if our irregular blasting attracted eyes our way that might otherwise have ignored our passing, then we no doubt scared off others that might have thought of us as lunch.

      Either way, it worked. The air around us sizzled with the smell of ozone, but nothing dangerous came near.

      Eventually, though, we couldn’t continue as we were going.

      “I can’t see for shit!” Jayloo said, and I could sense the frustration in her voice even as she stumbled over a rock that jutted from the ground.

      I thought for a moment she might accidentally discharge her weapon, perhaps frying her own foot in the process. But she proved more aware of the dangers of the plasma rifle in her grip than that. And Sydney stepped close to offer her a hand.

      Without a word, I paused and dug around in my backpack for the first of the flares we were carrying. I had to put the device away to do so, but I was confident enough that I had the directions firmly in my head.

      The flare burst into life, and it was like I was holding a torch that burned with the brightness of magnesium, but which was guaranteed to stay lit for more than an hour.

      The superbright glow seemed to bleach all the colors from our surroundings, casting everything in black and white. Yet even in the heavy rain, it made it far easier for the others to see.

      “That’s better,” Jayloo grumbled, and together, we continued on.

      The light seemed to have another side effect as well. I heard several creatures, both large and small, charging away through the oversized fungi that had taken over from the trees.

      The torch was scaring much of the wildlife away.

      We kept moving. We had to use our weapons less often than we did before, but we still had to use them. And some of the creatures that approached were truly beings of nightmare description.

      One such creature was enormous. An eldritch horror that loomed larger than the fungus trees all around us. With inky black skin and a face made of tentacles, I couldn’t help but think of this creature as an elder God of ancient mythology.

      It approached, its liquid skin seeming to glow in the reflection of the light I was carrying, and none of us needed my augmented sensors to tell us that this was a predator of the most dangerous kind.

      The girls and I opened fire without hesitation.

      The monster absorbed a barrage of plasma beams with barely a flinch and a deep growl of anger.

      “Maximum power!” I shouted, and spent a moment fiddling with my own weapon, making the adjustment while balancing the torch at the same time. Then we opened fire again, delivering a sequence of blasts that would have turned a lesser creature into nothing but dust.

      It proved too much for the elder God as well. I could clearly see the steam rising from its charred and ruined flash as it let out a low rumble, then turned and shambled away.

      The four of us watched it go with expressions that ranged from awe through to horror.

      “Jesus. Unholy. Fuck,” Jayloo breathed. “What in all of hell was that?”

      None of us could provide an answer, but Deeve responded nevertheless.

      “Whatever it was, I don’t want to see it again. Or any of its brothers, for that matter. That thing was huge.”
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      We kept walking. Eventually, the first torch started to sputter and dim, and when I was at the point of reaching for a second, Sydney spoke up.

      “I don’t know if anyone else has noticed, but it’s getting a little cold. What say we take the opportunity to put on our thermal suits?”

      The environmentalist was right. I looked around, but saw nothing of immediate threat. The jungle was much thinner here, with no true plants left to share the space with the oversized fungi. It was raining harder than ever, although by then, rain might not have been the right word. There was so much ice in it that it was closer to hail.

      “Make it quick,” I said. “I want to get through this rain and out into clear skies as soon as we can.”

      We each climbed into our thermal gear, and I had to admit, it made a real difference. My internal sensors told me that the temperature had dropped to a few degrees below freezing, and while I could function happily enough in that, I did prefer to keep warm.

      And Zara’s invention worked a treat. As soon as I finished putting the thermal suit on, and toggled the controls to start emitting heat, I felt a lot better.

      It was just as good as the professional thermal suit I’d worn when visiting the ice world before.

      The girls seemed to feel likewise, making noises of relief as the suits warmed their flesh.

      “Put your ponchos back on top,” I said. “It’ll help keep the rain off.”

      At the same time, I was aware that the mittens the girls had crafted weren’t perfect.

      “Dammit,” Jayloo said. “How are we going to pull the trigger with these things on our hands?”

      I grinned at her. “We have no choice,” I said. “If we need to, we’ll have to take the mittens off.”

      I took a moment to study my companions. Each of them appeared far bulkier than they had been before. Even Deeve, who was naturally tall and athletically built, seemed to have put on a hundred pounds of excess on the spot.

      She was looking at me at the same time, and even though the lower half of her face was now covered, I would have bet good money that she was grinning her ass off.

      “You look like a sumo wrestler,” she said. “Like a beach ball with legs. It would almost be worth trying to roll you along the ground instead of walking.”

      It was funny enough that I responded with a laugh. But we still had work to do, and even though it had been a long day, I could see no value in stopping. We had to keep going, at the very least, to get out of the rain.

      When everyone was ready, I lit my second flare, and we continued on our way.
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      The darkest part of the journey lasted just a couple of hours.

      When the forest thinned out and not even the fungus trees seemed to be thriving, the rain eased off as well.

      When the second flare started to sputter and fizzle to its natural end, I hesitated before reaching for the third.

      “Is it my imagination or is it starting to get light again?” I asked.

      Deeve was holding her weapon casually in one hand, somehow managing to look sexy even in her thermal suit with the poncho over top. “Still seems pretty dark to me,” she said. “Although perhaps my eyes have adjusted a bit. I can see fairly well.”

      “Well, I can’t,” Jayloo said. “I can’t see shit. Every other step, I’m kicking something that’s trying to trip me up. And if there’s some sort of god-awful fuck-monster just out of view, then I can’t see it. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not.”

      Sydney didn’t use the same words, but she indicated that she agreed with Jayloo.

      I nodded. “So I should light another flare,” I suggested.

      “Unless you want us to get eaten by that aforementioned fuck-monster? Yeah, that would be best.”

      We’d started this trip with half a dozen of the flares. I was happy to use three on the trip out, and save three for the trip back in again. But any more than that and we would be in trouble.

      Without any further comments, I lit the third flare, but within half an hour, the light it gave off became redundant.

      The icy rain stopped altogether and the clouds passing above cleared for the first time.

      The girls and I couldn’t help but stop and stare for a while.

      “It’s magnificent,” Sydney murmured, reflecting Zara’s response when she first saw the moons on the wasteland.

      The others all seemed to agree with the environmentalist’s assessment. We’d seen this world’s moons before, but that was on the bright side, where the sun hid much of their glory.

      Here, on the dark side, the moons hung in the sky like a scattering of jewels.

      These moons were quite different from those on the bright side. Different colors, different shapes and sizes. It seemed that the forces that kept this world locked in place, with one side always facing the sun, also kept the moons from orbiting.

      Well, most of them, anyway. The small red moon that seemed to be responsible for the intermittent quakes was the only one that I recognized on this side of the planet. Maybe there was something about that red moon that kept it from being caught in the gravity wells of the others. Perhaps it just hadn’t yet slowed down to a halt.

      I didn’t know, nor was planetary dynamics enough of an interest for me to sit down and try to work it all out.

      Not then, at any rate. All that mattered was that it had been a very long day. Much longer than usual. The girls were all tired, and even I could have done with a break.

      “Let’s look for a likely place to rest up for a bit,” I said.

      There were general murmurs of agreement, but the pickings were slim. It seemed that nothing much grew on the dark side, and the landscape was rocky and barren.

      We’d taken a long length of fabric and a couple of spears despite the fact that we had energy rifles. The idea was to use spears as tent poles, as we’d done before, and stretch the fabric over them. But the rocky ground proved too hard for that sort of thing.

      And besides, there was no rain or harsh sunlight to protect ourselves from either. So instead of pitching a tent, we found a low group of boulders, and the girls settled themselves down, using their packs for pillows, and the thermal suits as both a blanket and mattress.

      “This is surprisingly comfortable,” Deeve said as we broke out some of the meat and fruit we had packed to eat.

      “My fucking eyeballs are freezing, though,” Jayloo said with a laugh. “It’s like I’ve eaten a quart of ice cream all at once and got brain freeze as a reward.”

      Deeve chuckled at the description, but Sydney was more pragmatic. “You can pull your hood down over your eyes,” she said. “And adjust the temperature of your suit until you are comfortable.”

      “Oh, yeah. So you can,” Jayloo responded.

      Deeve had positioned herself near enough to me that she could reach out and run one mittened hand along my leg as I sat with my back against a boulder.

      “So, what do you say, oh great and mighty protector? How about a quickie to help keep us warm in this freezing icebox of a place?”

      I barked a laugh. I knew she was joking, as did the other two. Jayloo was sniggering at the thought, and despite Sydney’s advice to the purple-haired woman, she hadn’t pulled her own hood down completely. She wanted to see how I might respond.

      “As much as I would like to,” I said, “I have a feeling that important bits might freeze solid. What good would I be if they were to snap off?”

      The others all laughed at this, but Deeve didn’t back down. She ran her mitten along my thigh in a way that might have been sexy had she not been effectively wearing a heated blanket.

      “Aww, come on,” she said. “I’m game if you are.”

      I was starting to wonder if she might have been serious after all. But I still shook my head.

      “The temperature right now is twenty-two below zero on the Celsius scale, which is close to minus eight Fahrenheit. While I don’t actually think any part of me would freeze solid, there’s a good chance that you or I would get frostbite if we were to expose our asses to this temperature for any length of time. And while Tess might be pretty good at helping us heal from that sort of thing, that’s a risk I’m not prepared to take. And besides, somebody has got to keep watch,” I added.

      At the same time, I did regret what I was saying. I wasn’t the type to miss out on an opportunity if I could help it. It’s just that it seemed that the cost, in this case, might be a bit high.

      Most of Deeve’s face was hidden, yet I would have bet good money that she was pouting.

      “Aww, you’re no fun,” she said.

      She didn’t really seem too upset. I figured she was testing me out, seeing where my limits were rather than actually wanting to give it a go.

      There was a moment of silence, then Jayloo asked, “Do you think there are still predators here?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s hard to imagine anything choosing to live in a place as cold and inhospitable as this seems to be. But I’ve been to ice worlds before and have seen stranger things.”

      I found myself thinking about the King Kong monster that had almost killed me just a few short months ago, the one I’d told Deeve about. The only thing that had saved me was the portal technology left behind by some unknown race.

      “This world is not exactly friendly. There were predators in the wastelands. Predators in the jungle, predators everywhere. And then there’s what Timmy said as well. It would actually surprise me more if we didn’t come upon something dangerous in this icy landscape.”

      Perhaps I shouldn’t have been as honest with my answer as that. I could sense the mood turning gloomy as Sydney, Jayloo, and Deeve all contemplated the danger.

      “Anyway,” I said, trying to sound chipper. “I’ll keep watch, and we each have our rifles if we need them. Now, try to get some rest. If Timmy’s ship is what we’re aiming toward on Zara’s device, we still have a couple of days’ travel ahead of us. You girls need to do all you can to keep up your strength.”

      The girls settled themselves down, and within a short time, I heard the distinct sounds of them sleeping. Jayloo had a light snore that she would likely be humiliated about if anyone ever told her about it. The other two breathed deeply, with Sydney twitching often enough that I wondered what she might be dreaming about.

      As for me, I kept my eyes open, using the light of the moons to make sure that we were not about to be attacked.

      Twice during that short ‘night,’ I thought I detected something in the distance. But whatever it was, it didn’t come close enough to risk being shot with a blaster, and I wasn’t about to go hunting and leave the girls by themselves.

      At one point, I contacted the village again, to let them know that we were still good, and that the girls were resting.

      It was Zara who I got on the other end again, and she let me know that Timmy had made an ass of himself by propositioning Uma.

      The Commander had apparently laughed in his face and he’d turned bright red and stormed away.

      Zara suggested in a bantering tone that I should probably return as soon as I could to avoid the newcomer stealing my harem.

      I chuckled to myself. “If I lose anyone to Timmy, then they weren’t mine to begin with,” I replied.

      As I ended the call, I thought about everything I knew about Timmy and the girls as well, and decided that I wasn’t worried in the least.

      The only one who might be open to Timmy’s advances was maybe Tess, because she’d spent the most time with him—and she wasn’t exactly one of my girls.

      Not yet, anyway. She seemed interested, as I was. We’d just never seemed to have the opportunity to do anything about it.

      I reflected that if she did choose him over me, I would be disappointed.
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      Before we set off again, I contacted Zara and asked her to put Timmy on the line.

      I didn’t ask him about what happened with Uma. I was pretty sure she could put him in his place easily enough. But I wanted to question Timmy about the journey he’d taken, to see if there was anything he remembered since the four of us had been gone.

      I wanted to get some sort of evidence that we were on the right path. But, as before, the most recent addition to our group didn’t have anything of value to add.

      He didn’t even know how long he’d wandered before reaching the first of the rains.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “It was so awfully cold. I couldn’t think straight. Couldn’t feel my hands or my feet. Or my face, for much of it. But it couldn’t have been very long. If it had been longer than a week, I would have died of thirst before I made it.”

      I acknowledged his point even as I was disappointed at the lack of any additional information.

      At the same time, it wasn’t like the land was rife with obvious landmarks. It seemed that the entire place was made of dark, hard rock.

      I ended the call, and we continued walking.

      At the very least, we didn’t have to worry so much about those monsters that lived underground. In the wastelands, the soil was soft. Sand worms could swim through it, and those Lovecraftian horrors we’d fought could slither beneath the surface.

      But here, the ground was too hard for any of that. If there were predators, they would have to approach us more directly.

      Twice more, as we walked, I caught a hint of something at the very edge of my range. And then, perhaps halfway through the next ‘day,’ Jayloo took a defensive pose, aiming her energy rifle at one of the moons.

      “What the fuck was that?” she spat.

      “What was what?” I asked her.

      “I saw something. A shadow over the moon. As if there was something big flying in front of it.”

      I scanned the sky but saw nothing. Neither did Deeve or Sydney.

      “I’m starting to think the biggest danger in this place is the cold,” Sydney said. “I mean, I don’t know about you guys, but I nearly froze my tush off when I had to pee. Couldn’t climb back into my thermals fast enough.”

      The others chuckled, but the environmentalist was right. The temperature had plummeted to close to forty below, whatever the unit of measurement. I was starting to wonder how Timmy had survived without a thermal suit of his own. He was either tougher than he looked, or very, very lucky.

      Not long after that, our first real challenge in this part of the world began.

      It was wind.

      Out in the wastelands, we’d fought our way through a sandstorm that had wanted to blast the flesh from our bones.

      There was no sand in this part of the world. Or if there was, it was frozen in place, fixed to the rest of the ground by the sheer cold of it all.

      But there was a wind that picked up midway through the second day, and quickly increased to the point where it was howling all around us.

      It was as if the planet itself had decided it didn’t want us to continue, and was giving it everything it had to stop us.

      The wind was powerful in his own right, but that wasn’t all. It lowered the perceived temperature another ten degrees or so, and carried with it flecks of ice that stung whenever they struck the small windows of skin we had to keep exposed.

      “Fuck me sideways,” Jayloo said, varying her choice of curse a bit. “What the fuck is this?”

      She had to shout to make herself heard, and it was clear that she wasn’t the only one who was struggling. The wind caught the thermal suits of both of the small women, Jayloo and Sydney, and made each step difficult.

      It was like wearing a sail.

      “Link arms!” I called out. Nobody, not even Jayloo, objected to the idea. She and Sydney put their weapons away and linked arms together, with Deeve and me on the outsides, the two of us still holding onto our energy rifles.

      Together, we struggled onward, and it wasn’t just Jayloo who grumbled at every step.

      “How long is this going to last?” I heard Sydney shout from beside Jayloo, talking to no one and everyone at the same time.

      I had a more significant worry. If it continued like this, how long would it take us to reach our target? And if it was this cold, once we did reach some new ship, would there be anything we could do once we got there?

      Would it all be so frozen that we couldn’t salvage anything anyway?

      Possibly, we might be able to use one of the energy rifles. We could aim at a panel, and fire at the lowest setting. Maybe that would generate enough warmth that it could thaw everything out.

      But we’d have to move quickly if we wanted to avoid everything just freezing up once again.

      We struggled onward, for no other reason than that there wasn’t much of a choice. I found myself becoming impressed with Jayloo and Sydney’s stamina. Neither of them had been the fittest of us at the beginning, and both of them had suffered through injuries or illness.

      But while Jayloo complained, she and Sydney weren’t slowing us down in the least.

      “Do you see anywhere we can rest?” Sydney shouted. But since the windstorm had begun, I had seen nowhere.

      “No! It’s all flat!” I returned. “We have to keep going!”

      It was true. When we’d first set foot on the dark side, we’d crossed barren, rocky lands. But at least there had been some variation within that.

      This section seemed to be almost perfectly flat.

      I wondered if we were crossing some sort of frozen lake, but that didn’t make sense. If we were, then we would long ago have lost our footing and been blown back to the far side.

      The ground beneath our feet was hard and icy, but not in any way frictionless. We all struggled to keep our footing, but at least the ground provided us with some grip.

      After an hour or so, with Jayloo cursing non-stop beside me, I was starting to look for other options. Perhaps Sydney and Deeve were cursing as well. If they were, the howling wind caught their words and took them away from my ears.

      And I’d picked up the habit as well. I found myself muttering, “Give me a monster to face. At least I can fight that sort of thing. But this? This is just no fun at all.”

      At some point, I thought my grumbles might have been answered, but not in a good way. I heard the sound of a monster shrieking in the sky. But perhaps the icy wind was too much for that whatever-it-was in the same way that it was too much for us. If there was some oversized, winged predator out there, it chose not to attack.

      In desperation, I contacted the village again, and asked to speak with Timmy again.

      “Sorry, what?” he said when I spoke to him first. “I can’t hear you. What are you saying?”

      “I said,” I began, trying to shout over the wind. “Do you remember a broad flat plain? Do you remember if it was windy?”

      “Windy? Oh! Oh, yes! I do remember! It was cold as anything. I couldn’t think straight. And that wind—it was like a gift from God himself! If it hadn’t been helping us along the way, I don’t know if we would have made it!”

      Fantastic, I thought to myself. This was just the sort of thing I’d been hoping he would have been able to tell us before we began. Not the type of thing I wanted to find out now.

      “Did the wind ever ease up?” I bellowed into the pickup.

      “What? I can’t hear you! The wind!”

      “Did! It! Ever! Ease! Up!”

      “Yes, of course it did. It must have. No, wait—no, that wind was relentless. It pushed us all the way to the end of that plain.”

      By then, the four of us were gathered around, trying to stand with our backs to the wind but no longer trying to forge our way through it.

      I was starting to wonder if this whole journey had been a mistake. If this wind was something we just wouldn’t be able to get through.

      In desperation, I asked one more question, even though I fully suspected that might not get any real answer.

      “Did you find any shelter from it at all?” I shouted.

      This time, it seemed that Timmy understood. Or perhaps it was Zara who understood, and repeated my question. I could vaguely hear her voice in the background.

      “No. I can’t remember. The only thing I remember from there was the alien artifact thing.”

      By then, I was so cold myself that I almost overlooked the significance. The only thing on my mind was to figure out a way through the wind, to somehow get to Timmy’s ship.

      If we couldn’t do that, then this whole trip would be wasted.

      The only thing that went through my mind was to question if this alien artifact, whatever it was, would provide us with shelter. If it could give us a little respite from the wind.

      Then the larger implications clicked into place.

      “Alien artifact?” I bellowed into the pickup. “What alien artifact?”

      Despite the wind, despite the cold, despite the way we were all huddled together in our thermal suits, I sensed Timmy hesitate.

      “I remember,” he said. “There was, like, a pair of columns, made of the same sort of ceramic stuff that the huts are made of. There were markings on them. And on the ground as well. We didn’t know what it was, and at the time, we were too cold to investigate. Not that we were an archaeological mission anyway. It was just curious, is all.”

      Holy fuck.

      I didn’t say it out loud. Didn’t want to express my surprise to the girls. Not yet, anyway.

      But inside, I was fizzing.

      All of a sudden, the cold, the icy wind, nothing seemed to matter as much. Not even Timmy’s ship and all the potential cable within it mattered at all.

      All of a sudden, this journey had taken on a completely new significance. What had Kia said? “Next time I will. We all will.”

      Her comment, if what I was thinking was true, seemed to make more sense now.

      “Timmy, tell me everything you can about the alien artifact. Tell me where it was. Was it in the plains with the wind? Was it on the other side? Where were the moons when you found it? Can you remember?”

      “You know, I think I might be able to.”

      Timmy’s memory had been patchy. But with time and rest, it seemed he was starting to remember a few things.

      By the time the conversation was done, I knew that we didn’t have to cross any farther into the windswept plains than we already had. That the alien artifact Timmy had found was on the plain. And, by Timmy’s recollection of the moons, I was pretty sure I knew where to find it.

      As soon as the call ended, Jayloo, Deeve, and Sydney all started to ask questions. They’d heard parts of the conversation, but not any of what Timmy had said.

      Even though my face was hidden by the thermal suits, I couldn’t help but grin.

      I didn’t tell them everything. It was too early to get their hopes up. But I did tell them that our goal had changed.

      “Change of plans. We don’t have to fight our way through this anymore. We’re not going to Timmy’s ship after all. We’re heading somewhere else entirely.”

      There were more questions, but I waved them off.

      “You’ll understand it all when we get there. But if I’m right, this is more important than just salvaging some cable.”

      There were mixed feelings about it. Jayloo in particular seemed to be angry that I’d made a unilateral decision. But they all recognized we were struggling to make any progress in this wind, and in the end, I gave them no choice.

      Instead of heading directly into the wind, we took a turn to the left, and let it push us mostly from the side.

      Even that was easier, to not have to fight the wind quite as much, and Sydney and Jayloo both took the opportunity to walk in my shadow.

      I could sense their relief, but every time they asked what where we were going, I just grinned.

      “Trust me,” I answered.
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      Of all the girls, I had told only Deeve the full story of what I’d found that led the Company to consider me such a risk. She might have shared that story with others, but I didn’t think she would. Deeve was open about a lot of things, but she wasn’t a gossip.

      If the story wasn’t hers to tell, she kept it to herself.

      Even so, I knew she couldn’t make the connection. I hadn’t relayed everything that Timmy had said. None of the girls could hear what was said through the communication device that I wore.

      I ignored Jayloo’s complaints as best as I could, and forged through the cutting wind with a new spring in my step. From what Timmy had said, I figured we weren’t too far away from seeing the alien artifact for ourselves.

      “Not far now,” I said, in part to mollify their complaints, and in part because I was legitimately excited.

      “But where are we going?” Jayloo said, sounding exasperated.

      “You’ll see. But believe me when I say it will be better than finding some old broken spaceship.”

      “It had better be,” the purple-haired woman grumbled.

      I knew there was a good chance that I might be wrong. Perhaps what Timmy had seen wasn’t the same sort of portal I’d stumbled across before.

      That’s why I didn’t want to tell them. I didn’t want to get their hopes up, only to have them come crashing down once again.

      And the portal I had found on another world had been ancient. Built, like the huts in the village, centuries ago.

      If this alien artifact was the same thing, if it had been built at the same time, there was a decent chance that it no longer worked.

      All these thoughts and more I kept to myself as I kept scanning the distance, looking for any hint of the artifact.

      If the windswept area we were crossing hadn’t been so flat, I might not have seen it so quickly. I might not have seen it at all, because it turned out we weren’t heading in quite the right direction.

      But I did see it, and changed course enough that we headed directly toward it.

      I was grinning under my hood, my heart pounding with excitement. Part of me wanted to run toward the artifact, just so I could reach it more swiftly. But I held myself back, keeping at a pace that the girls could easily match.

      Jayloo was still grumbling under her breath, but Sydney and Deeve had both lapsed into silence. The former seemed to be struggling in the harsh conditions. She had recovered fully from the injury she had gained during our first journey, but might not have been constitutionally well-suited to extended treks.

      Nevertheless, she continued gamely onward, with Deeve at her side.

      “That’s where we are heading,” I shouted through the ongoing wind. Given that we had changed direction, we were no longer linking arms, and I pointed with my free hand. “Can you see it?” I asked.

      Jayloo grumbled under her breath. I heard the word, “Jesus,” and I heard the word “fuck,” but I thought that this time, she had inserted a few other curses in between them.

      “I don’t see anything,” Sydney shouted back.

      “I think I do,” Deeve said. “I’m not sure what it is. It doesn’t look like a downed spaceship.”

      “It isn’t,” I said, but I didn’t say anything else.

      We kept walking. Soon enough, the other two women saw it as well.

      “What is it?” Jayloo asked.

      “If Timmy was right in his description, it’s an alien artifact. Like the village itself.”

      “Well, great,” the purple haired woman commented, using a tone to imply that it wasn’t great in the least. “Why do we care?”

      “You’ll see. Or at least, I hope you will. There’s a chance that it might not offer us what I think it will.”

      Sydney and Jayloo both spoke at once. “And what’s that?” asked Sydney.

      “So we might be wasting our time and effort?” Jayloo demanded.

      “You’ll see when we get there,” I said to Sydney. And to Jayloo, “It isn’t that far out of the way. I thought it would be worth the risk.”

      “We’ll see,” she managed.

      The wind didn’t let up for even a moment as we drew nearer. I kept half an eye open for predators, mindful of the thing that had screeched into the wind a few hours before. But this part of the world seemed to be less brimming with dangerous creatures than either the jungle or the desert.

      That didn’t mean it was entirely safe. It just meant that for the time being, I couldn’t see anything dangerous.

      Finally, we were there. I was ecstatic, although I hid my pleasure from the others.

      “What the hell?” Jayloo said, and Sydney seemed equally puzzled and curious.

      “What is this?” she said.

      But Deeve understood. She looked at the twin pillars to one side, with runes carved into them. She looked at the markings on the icy rock beneath our feet. And she looked at the console that stood just to one side.

      How it had withstood the ongoing wind was a question for the exo-archaeologists. For me, I was just pleased it seemed that it had.

      “Is this what I think it is?” Deeve asked me.

      “That depends on what you think it is,” I replied.

      “That story you told me. On our last trip together. When I fell from the tree and landed on my ass. Is this the same as the thing you described then?”

      “I thought it was me you landed on?” I said.

      “That too.”

      I nodded, and that was enough.

      I sensed Deeve grinning, even though half her face was covered. The athletic woman’s good humor was reflected in her eyes. “Does it mean what I think it means?” she asked.

      Sydney and Jayloo were both looking between us, and I could sense their frustration and confusion.

      “What are you to talking about?” Jayloo demanded.

      I didn’t answer right away. Instead, I made my way over to the control console, which boasted the same sequence of runes and large dial-button that I’d seen before.

      “I told Deeve a story,” I said as I touched some of the runes.

      I had no idea what I was doing, just as I’d had no idea what I was doing last time. But my touch had been enough to awaken whatever machinery had lain dormant beneath that other portal.

      This time, nothing happened.

      I thought about it, then took off my thermal mittens. The temperature by that point was a steady minus forty, with a minus ten windchill on top. It was so cold that it seemed almost to burn the skin on my hand, and I very much hoped that I didn’t need to keep it exposed for too long.

      Knowing full well that I hadn’t answered Jayloo’s question, I repeated my gestures.

      This time, the runes on the console and on the stone beneath our feet began to light up, just as they had done on another world, what felt like a lifetime ago.

      I heard the girls’ various expressions of wonder and put my mittens back on. There was no point in trying to do anything clever. Without knowing what I was doing, I had just as much chance of dialing a platform back within the Company’s territory as I had of dialing one of the moons we could see.

      Either way, this portal seemed to be working just as the other one had done.

      I could now tell the girls what this was.

      “I have seen this type of alien technology before. On another world. And, in fact, I operated it.”

      “Well?” Jayloo said, still pitching her voice to get through the wind. “What is it?”

      “It’s a portal device. With luck, we ought to be able to use it to get off this world and back to civilization.”

      For long heartbeats, there was nothing. Even Jayloo seemed to be lost for words. She and Sydney just stared at me, hope warring with uncertainty in their expressions.

      I sensed that Deeve was still grinning. “Well? Get on with it then.”

      I didn’t need any more encouragement. The button was begging to be pressed, and I pressed it.

      Just as had happened on that other icy world, I heard the deep thrum of powerful machines operating deep within the icy ground. The runes on the sides of the pillars shone with a blue light, and the gap between them suddenly pulsed with a brilliant light.

      The hidden machinery thrummed loudly enough that we could hear it easily above the howling wind, and when the light faded, the space between the two pillars seemed to be filled with an energy that looked almost reflective, like water.

      “That’s a portal?” Jayloo asked. “Like the ones that we used to travel between worlds?”

      “As far as I can tell, yes.”

      “Where does it go?” Sydney asked.

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      “Is it safe?” Jayloo asked.

      I was still grinning. “Again, there’s only one way to find out.”

      The girls turned to each other, and I could see the hope mixed with doubt among them.

      “How do we do this?”

      “Should we do this?”

      “Should we talk to the others first?”

      It was Sydney who asked the last question, and it was a good one. But I wasn’t about to risk those back in the village talking me out of this. I had used one of these portals before, and it had literally saved my life.

      The situation here wasn’t as dire. But it was desperately cold, and that wind never seemed to give up.

      “How about this,” I said. “I’m going through the portal. I’m going to assess what I find on the other side, not a full assessment like I would have done for the Company, but just enough to ensure that we will survive. And then I’ll come back. At that point, we can decide what to do.”

      There were more questions. “What if you don’t come back?” Sydney asked.

      “In that case, I would recommend that you don’t follow.”

      “How long will you be gone?” asked Sydney.

      “No more than a few minutes. Just long enough to see what’s on the other side. And then I’ll come back, and we can tell the others about what we’ve found.”

      The girls looked at each other and seemed to come to an agreement. They nodded.

      I took a deep breath, remembering the moment of pain that had hit me when I’d passed through the other portal. Remembering also that I had killed the gorilla monster by shutting the portal off at just the right moment.

      I turned to the girls. “Don’t touch anything until I get back,” I said.

      They nodded, intuitively understanding the gravity of my words.

      “Wish me luck,” I said, and for the second time in my life, I stepped through to the unknown.
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      Just like before, I experienced a moment of cold that even my makeshift thermal suit couldn’t defend me against. That cold was accompanied by the most excruciating pain, as all the nerve endings in my body fired at the same time. I would have screamed if that pain had lasted any longer. I wouldn’t have been able to prevent it.

      But, just like when I’d used another portal, the pain and the cold were mercifully brief.

      Yet somehow, I got the sense that I had traveled vast distances within my single step.

      Perhaps that was my imagination, filling in details that I knew to be true when my senses told me a far simpler story. I knew I’d traveled obscene distances in less than a heartbeat. At the same time, I knew that I’d simply stepped forward.

      I took a deep breath in an effort to chase the echoes of the pain and the cold away, and for the first time, looked around on a new world.

      As before, I was standing in a duplicate area of runes that were glowing in the dark.

      And it was dark. A proper night time, with just a single moon hanging low in the sky.

      This wasn’t the tropical paradise I had stumbled upon last time. The temperature here was a comfortable eighteen degrees Celsius, or sixty-four Fahrenheit. There was a gentle breeze that carried with it a hint of perfume.

      The gravity was close enough to normal that the difference didn’t matter. Atmospheric makeup close to normal as well, with a lower percentage of carbon dioxide.

      I could detect no indication of anything hostile nearby, and in fact, my senses suggested no animal life in the vicinity at all.

      I was in a grassy meadow, with low lying shrubs interspersed with occasional boulders, but no more than that.

      My instincts, combined with the data my sensors were gathering, suggested that this was a neutral world. A far less dangerous place than the world the girls and I had been stranded on for so long.

      At the same time, it might even be more difficult to live here. If there were no animals of any kind, then that implied there would be no fruit to harvest, no grains either. If there were any plants that we could eat, that would be the best we could do.

      But that type of thinking was a bit premature. I wasn’t here to assess this world for habitation. I was here to make sure that the portal worked, and beyond that, to perhaps give us a safe place to rest for a while.

      And one other thing. I studied the heavens for some moments, seeking recognizable constellations, but there were none.

      I would need a star map to be sure, but at first glance, this world did not seem to be within the Company’s sphere.

      I didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved. I’d promised to get the girls home. At the same time, from the Company’s perspective, I was a known threat. No doubt, my disappearance had generated a conversation or two. Likely, if they found me again, the solution would be considerably more permanent.

      I found myself grinning within my thermal suit. I had no intention of letting the Company get their hands on me again. In fact, I intended to do everything I could to burn it all down.

      It wouldn’t be difficult. All I needed to do was tell what I knew, to give the coordinates of at least one of the portals to enough people that the Company couldn’t control the information.

      Perhaps that wouldn’t be enough by itself to bring the Company to its knees. It was more powerful than any other organization, including governments.

      But if a hundred billion people all new that the portals existed, then at least it would get the Company off my back for a while.

      I realized I was starting to overheat in my thermal suit. I would have liked to strip it off and just enjoy the more moderate temperature for a while. But before I did that, I had to head back to the others, and tell them what I’d found. What I’d learned.

      The field between the pillars looked just the same on this side as it had on the other. Like a liquid pool held vertically, almost like a mirror, but without the same degree of reflectivity.

      I contemplated that pool for a few seconds, acknowledging that it was going to hurt once I stepped through again.

      I drew a deep breath, getting myself ready, and was about to take the plunge when instead, I had to step back.

      Something was coming through from the other side.

      In moments, it became clear that it was one of the girls. Deeve.

      The athletic woman, who somehow managed to make the bulky thermal suit and poncho look appealing, stumbled briefly when she reached this side, then righted herself and looked at me.

      She breathed deeply, and seemed to shake herself free of the effects of the portal.

      “You didn’t tell us how much that was going to hurt!” she said, her voice full of accusation.

      “Deeve,” I said. “You were supposed to wait. What would have happened if this world was toxic?”

      The woman shrugged. “We did wait,” she said. “And then we decided we weren’t going to wait anymore.”

      As she finished speaking, Deeve turned back to the portal, then took a couple of steps out of the way.

      Not a moment too soon. Jayloo came through next, and Deeve and I both reached out to help her.

      Sydney was next, and in a very short time, all four of us were in the new world.

      After the girls had recovered from the pain, there was a good deal of looking around.

      “So,” Jayloo said after a moment. “Where are we?”
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      I took a few minutes to let them all know what I’d learned of this world so far.

      “You’re sure that there are no predators nearby?” Deeve said. At the same time, she shrugged out of her poncho and let the heavy canvas garment fall to the ground.

      “As sure as I can be without performing a full survey. On most worlds, even the cold ones, there’s wildlife you can see. On the world we came down on, there were creatures in the sulfurous waters near where we crashed, a few insects here and there, and distant flying things in the sky. But here, there’s nothing. And if you listen closely, there’s nothing but the sound of the breeze rustling in the leaves of these plants. Even at night, there are usually small noises, of bugs and other nocturnal creatures. But here? I don’t hear a thing.”

      The athletic woman nodded, her hands moving to the buttons that held her thermal top together.

      Sydney was listening to what I was saying with abject curiosity. “I’ve heard of worlds like this,” the environmentalist said. “Where animal life simply failed to evolve. I’d like to take the time to study it all.”

      Deeve continued to climb out of her top even though she could have simply dialed down the level of heat. She was still staring at me with a broad grin twisting her lips.

      “You don’t say. Does that mean, perhaps, that ever since this world existed, there has been nothing on it anywhere that has ever had sex?”

      Jayloo barked a laugh at the comment, and I could see where Deeve was going. She wandered a short distance off the stone platform, sat with uncommon grace on the grass, and peeled her thermal pants off as well, leaving her with just the regular clothes that she had worn since the day of the crash.

      A short, green top, and practical pants. And her shoes, of course, but she kicked them off without a moment of hesitation, then clenched and unclenched her toes in the grass.

      “The grass here is soft,” she said, as if it was somehow connected to what we were saying. “Almost as soft as a bed.”

      I found myself needing to clear my throat, but I still had to answer her earlier comment.

      “The portal didn’t come here by itself,” I said. “Someone had to build it. So at one point, there were people on this world.”

      It didn’t faze her. “People?” she said, raising one eyebrow. “Sure, but not like us. Aliens. Not human.”

      I nodded. “Yes,” I agreed. “Aliens.”

      “So, we’re on a new world where no human being has ever been before. To me, that still sounds like an opportunity not to be missed.”

      Jayloo laughed at the woman’s words again, and she wasn’t the only one. I laughed as well, and reached up to tug my own poncho off over my head.

      The athletic woman did, after all, have a good point.

      Seconds later, we were both naked, and I had joined Deeve on the grass.

      I pulled the athletic on top of me and began trailing my hands up and down her back as she raked her fingernails over my shoulders in a way that stirred life below the belt.

      Kissing along her feminine jaw, I took one perfect breast into my hand and gave it a light squeeze, pulling a moan from her as I ran my fingers across the hardened bud of her nipple.

      Deeve closed her eyes and rocked her hips into mine.

      This small movement caused me to stand at full attention. Smirking at how quickly I grew hard beneath her, Deeve dipped her head down to brush our lips together. It was a chaste kiss, but she followed it up by kissing a trail down my chest and stomach, shuffling herself down and only pausing when she got to my cock, which ached for the attention she’d shown the rest of my body.

      A hiss of utter pleasure escaped my lips as she took me into her mouth. Warm and wet, her tongue explored every inch of me, mapping out the veins and ridges that had pleasured her so many times before.

      As she began erotic strokes that teased rather than pleasured my cock, I continued to play with her nipples, and the sound of moaning told me that Jayloo and Sydney were following our lead.

      Deeve drew back. My cock bobbed in protest and I all but begged for her to come back.

      “Oh, no girls,” the athletic woman said. “If we're going to do this, it's going to be all together. Like a proper harem should be.”

      She reached out and pulled the closest girl over to us. It was Sydney, who’d missed out just a little last time. The environmentalist sat up and made enthusiastic comments about how she’d like to suck on my balls.

      Knowing Jayloo wouldn’t be far behind, Sydney moved until she was in position and began licking my balls in a way that made me shiver with pleasure.

      Deeve and Jayloo took to my cock once more. One slurping and licking the base, and the other roaming a tongue over the tip.

      Finding it a miracle that my voice didn’t break, I said, “Now this is hardly fair, is it? Maybe one of you would like to bring some pussy over here for me to worship.”

      Deeve was the one who pulled back first. “You don't have to ask me twice!”

      She relinquished her position and Jayloo pounced on me, sucking as much of my cock into her mouth as fast as she possibly could.

      Deeve moved her athletic body over to me and straddled my chest. She was a comfortable weight and I couldn’t help but admire her.

      “What a gorgeous view,” I said. Unable to wait any longer, I took two handfuls of her glorious ass and scooted her up so I could put my mouth on her hot core.

      Deeve gasped and grabbed hold of my hair while she rocked her hips into my face, taking control of the tempo.

      I lay back and enjoyed it, listening to the wet squelching sound of Jayloo and Sydney fingering each other while they paid careful attention to my cock and balls.

      We all worked together in perfect unison. Like a well-oiled pleasure machine.

      Then Sidney pulled back from my balls and said, “Should we make this into a bit of a game?”

      “How so?” Deeve stopped rocking against my tongue and asked the question on everyone’s mind.

      “It's a rare event that we all come at the same time. Do you think we could make that work?”

      I hummed through a mouthful of pussy which caused Deeve to let out a short gasp. “Possibly,” Deeve answered. “If you’re all very quick. Adam over here is bringing me to the edge… quite quickly.”

      Jayloo pulled away and spoke up, “Oh don’t you worry, Sydney and I can do fast.”

      She lay siege to Sydney's slick core with renewed vigor. Sydney moaned and responded in kind, quickly doing the same to Jayloo until they were trying to outdo one another.

      Both girls returned to pleasuring my cock, and damn me if it didn't feel a fuck ton better than it had done before.

      Wanting to join in on the fun, I made quick work of finding the spot and pattern that Deeve liked best. She’d said she was close, but at that moment, I was sure I was closer. I had to get her back on my level.

      It occurred to me we had no idea how to signal to one another when someone was about to come. I closed my eyes and tried to intuitively get a sense of where each girl was at. I paid attention to each breathy moan and startled gasp, desperately trying to keep myself in check.

      When I felt they were all getting close, I cautiously let my body ramp up.

      The familiar curl of an orgasm was building within me, radiating throughout my entire body. My hips began to thrust of their own accord and Jayloo’s mouth accommodated me nicely.

      Sydney muffled her cries into my ball sack, and moments later there was a chorus of shouts of release, not quite all at the same time, but definitely within a moment or two of each other.

      The intensity of it all left us gasping for breath and our hearts racing. Eventually, once we could speak again, a chorus of laughter started in the group, beginning with Sydney and ending with me.
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      “We have to go back, don’t we?” Jayloo asked.

      The four of us were lounging about in the meadow, still mostly unclothed, truly relaxing for perhaps the first time since the transport had crashed.

      The horizon was just starting to change color, and I realized that I’d actually missed a proper day-night cycle. The perpetual twilight of the jungle was beneficial in some ways, but it really did a number on the circadian rhythms.

      “We can’t stay here,” I said. “There’s probably water to be found. Otherwise these grasses and shrubs wouldn’t grow. But we need more than just water to survive.”

      I wasn’t really looking at the purple-haired woman. I was lying on my back next to Deeve, staring at the sky. The moon had sunk much lower than it had been when we first stepped out of the portal, and the stars were starting to fade because of the approaching sunlight as well.

      But it was still good to be able to look up into the sky and not get rained on.

      “Besides, you’re forgetting about the others.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Jayloo said. “Them.”

      “What does this all mean?” Sydney asked, whose voice was languid and dreamy.

      “Huh?” said Jayloo.

      “For us. For the survivors. This portal, we’ve got a new world, but we can’t stay here. What does it mean?”

      I thought I understood what she was talking about.

      “The portal doesn’t just connect to this world,” I said. “Or at least, that’s what I believe. The runes on the console, and that big button. I believe they’re meant to enable a user to dial up whatever world they want. There’s probably a manual somewhere, that describes the settings required to get to each world. Or at least, that’s how I might have done it.”

      “So we can keep searching until we find a world that we like?” Deeve asked.

      I sensed Jayloo starting to get up, and turned my head to look at her. “Don’t touch anything now,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because if you mess with anything, we might never get back to the world we came from. We might never be able to get back to Uma, Tess, and the others.”

      The purple-haired woman stared at me in the comparative darkness. “Oh, yeah,” she said. “That makes sense. Without that manual thing you’re talking about, it might be difficult to find our world again.” She settled herself back down.

      I continued talking. “I know for a fact that this network of portals extends into the area of space controlled by the Company. It might take a bit of experimentation, but I’d be willing to bet we can all make it back there.”

      I paused for a moment. “The question is, is that what we want to do?” I asked.

      “Hell yes!” said Jayloo. She spoke without hesitation.

      “I’d very much like to go home,” Sydney agreed. “I’d like to see my family again.”

      “Deeve?” I said. Of all the survivors, she seemed to be most at home in the jungle. But the last time she and I had been out together, even she had suggested that she was tired of it all.

      “I would very much like to sleep under a real blanket,” she said. “With proper sheets, and the promise of a hot shower. With shampoo and perfumed body wash. I’d like to order an espresso from the coffee machine, and turn on the wall viewer and see what’s happening in the world. And I’d like to just talk to my family and friends, like I used to do before.”

      She shrugged against me. “I just want to have my normal life back once again.”

      She was telling the simple truth, and there was a depth of feeling to her words that couldn’t be denied.

      “I think we have a good chance of being able to just that,” I said slowly. “But we have to get back to the others first. They don’t know what we found, and I suspect that they will be wanting the same chance at a normal life that we do.”

      Even as I spoke, I knew that my own reality would be different from what the girls were looking forward to. But I was already planning what I needed to do about that.

      “So, as Jayloo said, we can’t stay here,” Sydney said.

      I nodded. “We need to tell everyone what we’ve found, and head back to the village. Assuming everyone else wants to go, we pack up everything we need, including enough supplies to keep us all going for a considerable amount of time. Then we come back through to this world, because it’s safe. From here, we dial up different worlds at random, and explore them until we find one that suits our needs.”

      I was still on my back, but I turned my head so I could see the others. “How’s that for a plan?” I said.

      The others all agreed that it made sense.

      There was nothing else to do. “So, what say we all get dressed again, and get ready to brave the cold once more?”

      Jayloo let out a loud groan of displeasure, but we all did as I suggested. At the same time, I was conscious that there was something that had been left unsaid.

      There was a question that had yet to be answered, or even asked.

      What would happen to us? The relationship that had developed between each of us?

      The women and I had grown close as we’d struggled to survive. The lives that the women wanted to go back to were very disparate. How would we maintain what we’d put together?

      Did we even want to?

      To my mind, that was a question for later. Most important was to get the rest of the girls off the dangerous world. Everything else was secondary.

      We gathered our gear and moved back to the portal with its shining runes. But before we could step back through into the cold, Jayloo paused, her expression full of hesitation and doubt.

      “I don’t want to go back,” she said.

      She looked at me with an imploring expression. “I hate it there. More than any of you. I hate everything about it. The ongoing danger. The never-ending gloom. I hated the sand before that, and I hate the cold as well.” She paused, chewing her lip. “Why can’t I just stay here and wait for the rest of you to return?”

      “You’ll have nothing to eat–” I began.

      Jayloo shook her head. “I don’t need much. The supplies we’ve brought–they should last me for a week. All I have to do is not touch the dial. And you’ll be coming back, right? With the others as well.”

      I started to nod my head. But Sydney wasn’t happy. She reached for the purple-haired woman. “Jayloo, you can’t be serious,” she began.

      “I am,” Jayloo said, turning toward her. “You more than anyone know what this has been like for me. I’ve tried to be strong like you, like Deeve and Uma. Tried to do my share. But I can’t help but think that the world is out to get me. I don’t want to go back. Not if I don’t have to. Please, don’t make me go back.”

      I could see how serious Jayloo was. I knew that the survival life had been tough for her, but maybe hadn’t realized the extent of it. It was clear that Sydney didn’t really want to argue.

      The environmentalist looked at me. “Maybe I should stay with her?” she said.

      But at this, I had to shake my head. “It could be a week or so before we return. Maybe we can spare enough food and water for Jayloo. But there isn’t enough to keep the two of you going until we come back.”

      Sydney turned back to Jayloo, accepting my word as gospel. “Do you still want to stay? Even if I’m not with you?”

      I could see the struggle on Jayloo’s face. But she still nodded.

      “Will you be okay on your own?” Deeve asked.

      At this, the woman grinned. “Don’t know if you’ve noticed,” she said. “But I’m not particularly user-friendly. I do well on my own. Better, sometimes, than when I’m with others.”

      She tilted her head to one side with a curious expression. “Although maybe I’ve changed in that. This group—it’s been good for me. To be part of something like this.” But then she squared his shoulders, looking more resolute. “That said, I could really do with a few days on my own.”

      I couldn’t see any reason why not, even if I had the authority to deny her.

      So I dug out the water container I had been carrying, as well as some of the food supplies, and gave it to her.

      “Keep your energy weapon. As I said, I haven’t done a complete survey of this world. It does seem to be predator free, but it’s always better to be safe than sorry.”
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      There wasn’t much left to say. The girls all hugged as they said their goodbyes, and then Jayloo was clinging to me, with tears in her eyes.

      “Don’t forget about me,” she demanded even as she held me tight.

      I smiled down at her. “It’s you who is choosing this,” I said. When that just made her cry more, I realized I’d probably said the wrong thing. So I promised that I wouldn’t forget her. “I’ll be back before you know it,” I added. “You just wait and see.”

      The purple-haired woman seemed happy with that, and eventually, she disengaged. She turned back to Sydney one last time and managed a grin. “Don’t you forget about me either, okay?” she said.

      The environmentalist smiled. “How could I?”

      With that, the three of us who were going turned toward the portal. “Let’s do this,” I said.

      I led the way, experiencing again that moment of impossible pain and cold, that sensation of striding between worlds. And then we were back in the cold, horrendous wind that had plagued us for so long.

      It took the girls a few moments to recover from the experience. When they had, Deeve turned toward me.

      “Where to now, oh mighty leader?” she said.

      “There doesn’t seem to be much point in continuing the hunt for Timmy’s ship. Even if we could make it through this area. I think we should head straight back to the others.”

      Sydney seemed to be a little out of sorts, or at least, that’s what I thought even though most of her face was covered again. There was a wistful look to her eyes.

      But she covered it with an attempt at humor. “Such a shame,” she said. “I was looking forward to rehydrating one of those roast dinners you guys found.”

      I had to admit, I’d been looking forward to trying one of those out as well. But if we weren’t continuing on to Timmy’s ship, then the rehydrator we were going to try to collect would forever remain out of our reach.

      Which meant that the food items would stay in their dehydrated state, good for looking at, but not eating.

      Then I found myself grinning once more.

      “You know what? There might still be a way.”

      Both Deeve and Sydney looked at me. “What do you mean?” Deeve asked.

      “Our route back to the village. With a slight detour, we might be able to swing by Tess and Zara’s ship. Didn’t Zara say they had a rehydrator on board there as well?”

      It was a good thought, and it seemed to make everyone happy.

      Despite the awful conditions, we set out with a spring in our steps. Of course, it didn’t hurt that the freezing wind was now largely at our backs.

      As we walked, I contacted Zara and filled her in on everything that had happened. The engineer could barely contain her excitement at what I said, and as she signed off, she promised to spread the word to the others.

      “By the time you get here, everyone will be ready, I promise you that,” she said.

      At this, I had to laugh. “Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves. Sydney and Deeve will no doubt need a rest before we head off again. And for that matter, so will I.”

      Zara acknowledged my point, and ended the call.

      I was still thinking about how the return trip might go, planning it all in my head, when the icy winds started to fade.

      I had completely forgotten about the large, winged monster we’d heard more than once since journeying to the dark side.

      But that predator had not forgotten about us.
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        * * *

      

      There was no warning. No hideous shriek as the beast attacked. No sound of the mighty creature flapping its wings. Nothing of any significance at all.

      Perhaps there was a hint of a shadow as the monster winged its way in front of one of the moons. Perhaps there was a hint of a change in air pressure.

      Beyond that, nothing.

      But I’d spent my life on worlds where danger was a constant companion. Where a moment’s distraction might be all the opportunity that a predator needs.

      My senses were sharp, and my reflexes were both augmented and honed after years of working as an assessor.

      I threw myself into the girls before I even understood what was happening, crashing into them both and bearing them to the ground.

      Both of them made noises of shock and surprise, and if Jayloo had been with us, I was sure she would have let out her trademark curse once again—“Jesus fuck!”

      But I didn’t have any time to worry about being polite. I didn’t have time to concern myself about whether I’d done the girls any damage, although in their oversized suits, I judged that unlikely.

      The monster above finally did get out a shriek in response to my actions, an ear-shattering sound like the rending of metal. It reached out with its talons and I rolled to the side, brought my energy rifle up in one motion, and unleashed with everything I had.

      The winged monster had already passed us, its first attack having been unsuccessful, and was beating its huge, leathery wings to regain some of the altitude it had lost.

      A quick glance around confirmed what I already knew. We were no longer on the icy plane where the wind blew, but if I was searching for cover, a rocky outcropping, a crevice, or anything useful, then I was shit out of luck.

      I knelt where I was with my energy rifle raised and ready, and waited.

      The girls scrambled back upright, taking cues from me.

      “What was that?” Sydney demanded even as she struggled to bring her own rifle to bear.

      Deeve already had her rifle up and was sighting along the barrel. “It’s a dragon. A fucking dragon!”

      I had to admit, at first glance, it seemed like Deeve was right. Privately, I revisited my assessment of the creatures we’d fought recently. I’d considered them to be largely snakelike, with the sand worm things being the most obvious example.

      But this world appeared to like monsters that followed a more medieval archetype.

      Dragons.

      Real, live dragons.

      We’d first stumbled across dragon-like beasts at Zara and Tess’s ruined spacecraft. Then there was the pterodactyl thing that attacked Uma and me on our most recent expedition. And the amphiptere things, the flying snakes in the desert.

      Even the salamander monster had acted in a way that was decidedly dragonish in nature. What other creature, mythical or otherwise, gathered a hoard of treasures in a cave?

      And now, there was this.

      This wasn’t a wyvern. It wasn’t a dragon on a small scale. Or a wingless beast living in a cave.

      This thing was a monster, as big a beast as any we’d faced in this world, with four legs, a long sinuous neck and tail to match, and an oversized mouth full of fangs.

      “If this doesn’t breathe fire, I will be very surprised,” I said.

      I shifted position a little to keep the flying monster in my sights. “Set your weapons to maximum. If this monster is as tough as it looks, we’re going to be in for a fight. Aim for the wings, at the joints. But if you can’t manage that, just keep firing.”

      If Jayloo had been with us, I was sure we would all know how terrified she might be at this moment. Perhaps it was a blessing that she’d chosen to stay behind. Although I admit would have liked to have another rifle with us.

      The monster was apparently satisfied with the height it had gained. It turned to the left, focused eyes that seemed to glow red in the moonlight, and straightened for a second attack.

      “Fire when ready!” I said, and pulled the trigger.

      The other two girls didn’t hesitate. Regardless of what they might have been feeling, they responded to the threat as if they were pros. Three bolts of blue fire reached out to the target before us, partially obscuring the monster from view.

      We didn’t let up for an instant. All three of us kept firing, and the huge, winged monster couldn’t take it. It started another shriek, then beat its wings hard to escape the torment we were delivering its way.

      This time, the wind from the monster’s wings buffeted us on the ground, and it was difficult to stay focused. The first time it had passed by it must have been still in a glide, because we hadn’t felt anything like it.

      “Keep firing!” I shouted, quietly thankful that our efforts had borne fruit. This dragon creature was so big, was so obviously powerful that I’d wondered if our efforts would have any impact.

      This time we had the rifles. Against the wyverns, against the pterodactyl thing, we had not.

      The girls took me at my word, continuing to fire at the monster that was now hovering perhaps one hundred feet away from us, beating its wings like an oversized hummingbird to stay in place.

      But Deeve called out over the din. “What if we run out of charge?” she asked.

      “Then we’re dead!” I responded.

      That said, she did have a point. We had to get past this creature, but it wasn’t the only danger we were to face. We had to cross the darkest part of the forest as well, and had to find some more of the protective plant again before we would be safe.

      Until then, our only defense was the weapons we carried in our hands.

      I could see that our efforts, while annoying the monster, were not having the desired effect. The girls were firing almost at random, striking the monster’s body. But that scaled behemoth took the worst of what we could dish out with barely a flinch.

      I paused for a moment, then followed my own advice. I focused on the creature’s right wing, right on the joint.

      I took my time, letting the others take the monster’s attention.

      Then, just as the massive beast shrieked once again, I pulled my trigger.

      If my shot caused any significant damage, I couldn’t tell. Not visually, at least. But the creature let out another shriek, and this time, it sounded as if that shriek contained pain.

      I focused again on the same spot, and shot it once more.

      The monster tried to change direction, sweeping to the left of us, but the girls were up to the task. They kept it engaged, and I aimed at the same place again.

      This time, I saw the wing fold back, and as it did, the monster crashed to the ground.

      But it wasn’t a decisive blow. The monster’s wing wasn’t damaged beyond repair. It was able to catch itself, and land with comparative grace, heavily, but not out of control.

      The monster turned to peer at the wing I had damaged, then folded them both up and tucked them along its own back.

      But now we had a different problem. We had a dragon in front us, and it hadn’t given up. Instead, it seemed to be determined to approach from the ground.

      “Fuck me,” Sydney said, and I wondered if she was channeling Jayloo. The environmentalist, as far as I could recall, didn’t usually curse so much.

      But if ever there was a time for cursing, that time was now.

      “Aim for its eyes!” I yelled. “Anything that looks sensitive!”

      Again, I did as I said, aiming for the monstrous creature’s eyes.

      But this time, the monster had a defense.

      It kept its head moving, and shut its eyes tightly whenever it seemed like we were getting too close.

      Such was the toughness of this creature’s hide that our efforts proved ineffective. It continued to approach despite our best efforts, and Deeve raised her voice over the din.

      “It’s not working! What do we do!?”

      There was a touch of panic in her voice, and I couldn’t blame her for it.

      For a moment, I was just as uncertain as she was.

      But energy weapons like these all had one thing in common. Over distances, part of that energy dispersed. Which meant…

      “I have to get closer,” I said.

      “Closer to that?” Deeve exclaimed. “You’re out of your mind!”

      She might have been right. But I didn’t see any other choice. Even though we had already wounded it, this thing was determined.

      Likely, its opportunities for finding prey on the dark side of the world were limited. Perhaps we were the tastiest morsels it had seen in days, if not weeks.

      Either way, it seemed that this creature intended to weather the storm as long as it took. It continued to approach, weaving and dodging as it did, stepping closer with each passing second.

      “I have no choice,” I said.

      Part of me lamented not bringing my new club with the spike on one end, even as I quietly acknowledged that if an energy weapon couldn’t get through the thing’s hide, then my club would have no chance at all.

      Picking a moment when the creature’s eyes were both closed, I stood up. “Keep firing,” I said, and with that, I scuttled as quickly as I could, keeping my own weapon silent, trying with everything I had to be invisible.

      It must have worked. I crossed twenty feet without the monster apparently seeing what I was doing.

      Thirty feet.

      Then forty.

      I was halfway to the creature, and it still hadn’t noticed me there.

      Fifty feet.

      At sixty feet, my luck ran out. It looked down at me even as Deeve and Sydney’s energy weapons kept doing their job, touching the monster’s neck, its chest, its mighty shoulders, whatever the girls could reach.

      I was so close to this creature that I could smell it. The stench of its flesh was like rotting meat. Overlaid on that, I could smell the ozone of the energy discharges. The smell of seared flesh from where the creature’s scales had been burnt.

      It was huge. The monster glared down at me from thirty feet in the air, and uttered another of its ear-shattering shrieks.

      I cursed to myself and once more took up a firing position, lowering myself to a knee while using my other leg as support. This thing’s very presence gave rise to a visceral response, an autonomic sensation of fear, hatred and loathing.

      It was like the response most people had to spiders and snakes. As if something in our collective unconsciousness was programmed to fear such creatures as this.

      I felt my blood running cold even as the monster’s enormous head lunged toward me, and I knew I would have only one chance.

      I could have begun blasting right away, aiming for its open mouth or its eye. But if I’d done that, it would have given this creature the opportunity to protect itself. It still could have crushed me without any problem, but I wouldn’t have been able to get the best out of my rifle.

      I had to wait for just the right moment.

      I willed myself to remain in place for as long as I could. Measured the distance automatically, the augmentations in my mind logging them all.

      Finally, after an agony of moments that seemed to stretch out forever, the creature’s open mouth was less than five feet away.

      I squeezed my trigger.

      I didn’t aim for the creature’s eyes. By then, I didn’t really have that as a target. But the monster’s mouth was wide open, and if it was in any way, shape or form built along familiar lines, I knew that if I aimed at the back of the throat, at just the right angle, my blast would sever the brainstem at least, and perhaps obliterate the cerebellum as well.

      All I needed to do was get through the creature’s flesh.

      I didn’t have time for a second shot. Didn’t have time for anything. All I could do was try to hurl myself out of the way as the monster’s open maw came down toward me.

      But I’d left it too late. In my efforts to give myself the best chance of doing some real damage, I hadn’t given myself enough time to get away.

      I imagined that I heard one of the girls, possibly Deeve, shout out my name from where I had left them.

      Then the dragon’s mouth came down all around me.
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      Out of nothing more than instinct, I fired again and again, doing my best to blast this monster’s brain into paste if I possibly could.

      At the same time, I was shouting in incoherent rage mixed with real fear. I was literally inside this creature’s mouth. On one side, there was a god-awful tongue, on another, the monster’s palate, and all around me, there were sharp, carnivorous teeth, each as long as my arm.

      I didn’t even think to wonder that it hadn’t closed its jaws completely, that it hadn’t raised its head once again and swallowed me whole.

      All I knew was that I was in danger, and I was damned if I was going to go down without a fight.

      For long seconds, I continued to fire, my surroundings filling with the stench of ozone and charred flesh.

      Then the dragon seemed to be moving. I saw an opening, and took it, diving and rolling between two rows of teeth, back out into the moonlight.

      Only then did I realize that the job was done. The creature was no longer a threat. The monstrous body had no life left in it, and was simply toppling to the side.

      I stood there and watched, my finger still on the trigger, my heart beating at two million beats per minute as I panted as hard as I’d ever panted before.

      Despite the ambient temperature, which I knew to still be way below zero, I was sweating enough that I moved to toggle off the controls of my thermal suit.

      Then I stood back, my muscles starting to shake in reaction.

      At some point, the girls joined me.

      “Adam! I thought we’d lost you!” Deeve said.

      “Don’t you ever do anything like that again!” Sydney added.

      At this, I managed a weak sort of laugh. “I very much hope I won’t have to,” I said.

      Then I took a deep breath to gather myself. I’d been trained for this type of thing. More than that, I’d been selected because I had the psychological profile required to deal with it.

      Nevertheless, it wasn’t easy an easy thing to push to one side.

      But I did it, and even managed a grin that the girls couldn’t see, my face still being largely hidden.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      The unexpected attack of the dragon-creature reminded us to keep our guard up at all times. We could have been easily killed, and if that happened, then not only would Jayloo be stuck on a different world, but it would be unlikely that the others would be able to find the portal again.

      I carried Zara’s device with me, and that had been our guide at least part of the way. The other part of that equation was my instinct for directions, and I didn’t think any of the others would be able to match that. Not even with Timmy helping them out.

      So it was more than just our own lives we were fighting for.

      It was a sobering thought, and one that kept all three of us on high alert as we made our way back to the darkest part of the world. As we’d done before, we lit our way with the remaining flares, and kept predators away by shooting at anything that moved.

      Our efforts worked. I guided Deeve and Sydney to Zara’s ship, where the engineer talked us through the process of removing the rehydrator without causing it any significant damage.

      The rehydrator was a self-contained unit, a rectangular piece of equipment less than two feet long at its longest side. It was hollow, with a door that opened, and weighed thirty pounds.

      It was simple enough to squeeze it into my backpack.

      By then, we’d all changed out of our thermal suits, and the girls had stowed theirs away in their packs.

      For me, I tied my suit to the outside of my pack, because the rehydrator took up too much room. But I wasn’t about to leave the suit behind. It had served its purpose well, and I would no doubt be needing it again very soon.

      More than once, we had to kill predators that took too close an interest in the three of us, and I was very relieved when we found a healthy patch of the blue flowered plant.

      From there, it was easy. The blue flowered plant enabled us to rest, and the trip back to the village was without further serious incident.

      As had happened before, the girls back at the village greeted us with enthusiasm, although Timmy’s expression suggested he might have preferred it if I stayed away.

      I couldn’t help but laugh quietly at his jealousy. But other than that, I had no time for him. I was overdue for a rest, having effectively stayed awake for the entire duration of the most recent journey.

      But before I headed to my hut to sleep, there were things that needed to be discussed.

      Once more, we all gathered around the fire pit. But instead of sharing a meal of meat and fruit, Zara busied herself with connecting the rehydrator to a makeshift power supply.

      She completed that task swiftly, then turned to the others. “Right,” she said. “Who wants to try this out?”

      There was a chorus of responses from everyone present, and Zara was happy to oblige. People passed her dehydrated meals of different types, and within just a few seconds, Zara was removing dishes fit for a king.

      Roast chicken meals complete with all the trimmings. Different types of breads that smelled as if they were fresh from the bakery. A spicy something that I couldn’t name, it but which packed an explosion of flavor.

      And when we were all sated on the type of food we’d been hungering after for so long, she started to rehydrate some of the desserts as well.

      It was a magnificent feast, and everyone there enjoyed it immensely. I ate more than my share, more than I probably should have, but given the efforts we’d been forced to go to over the past several weeks, I felt like I could be forgiven.

      The only sour note was when Sydney sat back with a sigh, having polished off a large helping of a dessert made of meringue.

      “Jayloo would have loved this,” she said.

      I thought about that for a moment. “Well, I expect that we’ll be back to her in just a few days. Is there any reason why we couldn’t take the rehydrator along for the trip? And a few of those pouches of food as well?”

      Everyone looked at Zara for an answer. “No reason I can think of,” she said. “I mean, it’ll be additional weight to carry, but other than that…” She trailed off.

      I nodded. To my mind, it was decided. If I had to carry the rehydrator up all the way on my back, as well as one of the fuel cells, and Zara’s engineering magic as well, then I would do so.

      Doing so would give us the opportunity to recharge the weapons along the way.

      And maybe we would take one of the spare fuel cells as well, to use as a grenade. It wouldn’t be exactly fun to do so, but if we happened to find ourselves facing another dragon, then I would like to have something more powerful than just a few energy rifles at our disposal.

      When everyone was full to the point of bursting, we began to talk.

      “So,” I said, directing my words to Uma. “What has everyone decided?

      The Commander nodded. She’d been expecting the question. “There’s no question,” she said. “We are done with this place. If we have a chance to leave, we’re taking it.”

      I looked around to the others, and received nods from everyone. Kia. Zara. Tess. And Timmy, who might have experienced worse on this world than the rest of us.

      I nodded in turn, having expected this outcome. “And is everyone ready to leave?”

      Another nod. “We’ve been working on more thermal suits since you told us about the portal. Without Sydney and Jayloo, it wasn’t as easy to get it done. But we’re ready to go as soon as you say the word.”

      At this, I had to smile. “In that case, perhaps it’s time for us all to get a good night’s sleep. Beyond that, I’m good to go. But if Sydney and Deeve need more time to recover?” I left the question open.

      “I’m fine,” Deeve said immediately.

      “I could sleep for a week,” Sydney said. But before anyone could question if she meant it, the environmentalist smiled. “But we’ve left Jayloo behind, and there’s no way I’m going to let her wait any longer than absolutely necessary.”

      “Then we are agreed,” I said. “Unless there’s anything else, I’m going to hit the sack. I need to rest.”

      To my surprise, Tess spoke up. “There is something else,” she said. The medic had been subdued during the entire feast, but I’d felt her eyes on me more than once. I’d seen how Timmy had sat beside her, but Tess had actively leaned away from him, creating a noticeable space between them.

      I don’t think Timmy noticed, but I did.

      Tess actually blushed as she spoke. She seemed hesitant and determined both at once.

      “There’s something I’ve been wanting to do for some time now,” she said. “I thought we’d have more time, when you came back.” Then she gave a quiet laugh. “But I’ve thought that before, and that time has just failed to materialize. So maybe, if I don’t suggest it now, maybe I’m not going to get the chance.”

      The medic blushed even harder. As if she knew she was rambling, she gathered herself.

      She looked me dead in the eye. “Adam, I would very much like to join you in your harem, at least for a little while.”

      At this, the others all made various noises of appreciation. If Jayloo had been there, no doubt she would have said something rather bold. As it was, some of the others made suggestions about what Tess and I might get up to.

      The only exception was Timmy. His face seemed to crumple a little, and I clearly heard him make a comment. “Oh, God. Not her too.”

      Likely, nobody heard his comment other than me, and I saw no reason to respond.

      Instead, without a word, I stood up, and offered my hand to the medic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 36

        

      

    

    
      I led Tess away from prying eyes to my hut, and I was glad to see her shoulders relax. She felt more comfortable out of the spotlight.

      I wanted to make this special for her. I left the canvas flap I used as a door partially open, to make sure she could still see, as I guided her in. I had every intention of showing her a good time.

      I turned toward her and circled one hand around the small of her back, pulling her close so our hips were pressing. She gasped as she felt the length of my cock through our clothes. I took her chin and tipped it up so I could run a thumb across her full lips. They parted and her eyes glazed over.

      Bending down to kiss her, I kept my eyes open, not wanting to miss a single expression she made.

      Her long lashes fluttered closed as she lost her inhibitions. Tess surprised me by slipping her tongue into my mouth, and a growl escaped me. The little moans and sighs she was making went straight to my dick. I was hard as stone as I undressed her, then myself with quick motions.

      The medic pulled back from our passionate kiss to view me. “You’re a lot bigger when you’re up close, and I’d thought you were big to begin with.”

      I chuckled, but there wasn’t a lot I could say in return. I brought her close once more, and Tess ran her hands up and down my chest and abs, exploring my body.

      Finally, she took my cock in her fingers and gave an experimental stroke, a lot more gently than Deeve or Jayloo might have done.

      “God, that feels amazing,” I said, and she sped up. I grinned and slowly moved her hand away from my shaft. “Let’s get you taken care of first.”

      She nodded, excited and not the least bit shy to express it. I helped her into my cot, lying on her back, and began to kiss my way down, down, down toward her delicious center. She was already wet when I flicked my tongue out to tease the small bud at the apex of her pussy.

      Tess cried out, hips bucking. Her thigh muscles tightened under my grip. She squirmed, but I held her firm.

      “Oh my god, Adam. That is…” she trailed off, at a loss for words when I added one of my fingers to the equation.

      Crooking my finger, I searched for the area that I knew would bring her the most pleasure. She cried out when I hit it perfectly and her pussy clamped down on my digit.

      Her smooth inner thighs closed tight around my head and neck as her pleasure mounted. This was my favorite place to be, although I desperately needed to shove my cock in her soon.

      I was having a hard time holding myself back, but I wanted this orgasm to be mind-blowing for her. From the way she began involuntarily trembling from her tummy all the way down to her curled toes, I knew I was succeeding. Tess’s ass lifted off the ground, every part of her taut with the ecstasy I was giving her.

      Taking the opportunity, I tucked my free hand under her ass and squeezed it, enjoying the way it molded to my hand, overflowing.

      I wanted to flip her over and pound that pussy until she couldn’t walk straight, but my job wasn’t done here yet. I was still warring with myself when she made the decision for me.

      “Adam,” the medic half moaned, half whispered. “I want you inside when I finish. I’m so close.”

      I was more than happy to oblige. I pulled back, flipping her over into an erotic position with her ass in the air. Her pink folds looked inviting. She was so wet and my cock so hard that there was no need to adjust my line up. I simply grabbed her by the hips and thrust forward, not quite able to be as gentle as I would normally with someone new.

      Luckily, she was there for it, pressing her hips back against me, meeting me stroke for stroke, and both of us groaned at how well we fit together.

      Snaking my hand back around, I found her clit again and resumed the pinch and roll technique that made her shiver in my arms. Her breathing came faster, punctuated by little noises that made me feel like I would explode with each thrust.

      Tess looked over her shoulder to watch me pound her. Hot need shot through me as I saw the expression on her face. Her walls gripped my cock in a vise. Tighter and tighter until I thought she might squeeze my load right out of me with her own orgasm.

      “Tess,” her name was a prayer on my lips. Leaning over her, I moved my hand from her hip to her breast, gently rocking her back that much further. This gave me access to even deeper parts of her.

      She only lasted a few more thrusts before her whole body froze and she tossed her head back to scream with her release. I grinned, loving the way she went limp after a long minute of spasms.

      “Why the hell did I wait so long?” she managed.

      I chuckled. “Does it really matter anymore?” I asked her, and she shook her head.

      Then she turned her head to look at me. “Your turn,” she said.

      I grinned at her. “You might want to hold on to something,” I said.

      Her eyes widened as she understood what I meant. But she seemed eager as well. “You mean you were going easy on me?”

      A smirk settled on my lips. “Might have been,” I admitted.

      “Then by all means–oh god!” Tess’s words were cut off as I let myself loose.

      Grabbing her hips for leverage, I pumped into her until she couldn’t do anything more than hold on for the ride. I could tell she was enjoying the pace by the way her body surrendered to me as the front of my thighs smacked the back of hers with a satisfying sound.

      My makeshift cot creaked with the force I was using, and I started to draw back a little, worried it was too much for her.

      Sensing this, she said, “Don’t you dare stop now!”

      Grinning like a madman, I picked up the pace once again. Spurred on by her moans as she took all of me over and over again, I felt my sack draw up as my own release drew near.

      Reaching down with both hands to palm her breasts, I thrust only once more before I spilled into her. My whole body was on cloud nine as her body milked mine, squeezing and releasing. That’s when I realized she’d come too.

      Boneless, I collapsed, bringing her down with me, being careful to stay connected. I let out a long sigh of contentment, and she echoed it with one of her own.

      Why had we taken so long to get together? I wondered.
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      The next morning, everyone was ready. We’d packed up everything we needed and were ready to go. Yet this was different from all the other times I’d taken different girls on the various excursions.

      This time, it was the last time any of us would see the village.

      I found myself in a contemplative mood as I watched the girls don their packs.

      “It’s a bit sad, isn’t it?” Deeve said. Apparently, she’d caught some of my mood.

      I nodded. “We never did get to finish the defenses,” I said.

      Deeve shook her head. “Still, what we did achieve served us well.”

      “That it did,” I said.

      We stood there for a few moments more, and noticed that some of the others were looking around as well.

      “Perhaps some other survivors might stumble across this place again in the future,” Deeve said.

      With the way that this world seemed to attract starships, I figured she was right.

      “Maybe we should leave them a message,” I said. “To let them know that the portal exists.”

      It seemed a good idea, but we didn’t have anything really to write with, and figured that scratching a message in the dirt probably wouldn’t suffice.

      In the end, we decided to leave Zara’s device, fully charged. The engineer set it so that as soon as anyone started it up, it would show a message, and a map. We ended the message with an expression of good luck, and left the device in the largest hut.

      That done, we were ready to go.
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        * * *

      

      With eight of us, the going was a little slower than it had been before, but we took a significant amount of the protective plant with us. Because of that, predators stayed a long distance away, at least until the aroma began to fade.

      Then it was as we had done the last time, using our energy weapons with abandon, keeping ourselves safe.

      We had used all the flares we’d salvaged from the salamander’s cave, but Zara had taken the initiative, creating a fuel-cell powered lantern that was just as bright.

      It did the trick nicely, and our ponchos kept most of the rain off us as we worked our way back to the dark side.

      Everyone donned their thermal suits, and I warned them all to keep a lookout for monstrous dragons in the sky.

      At this, Timmy looked at me sideways. “Are you serious?” he asked.

      I nodded, and what I could see of his face turned pale.

      In the end, we came across nothing of the sort. Perhaps the dragon creatures were rare. Perhaps they were territorial. Either way, we made it back to the windswept plains without having to put our weapons to the test one more time.

      This was the hardest section. The wind hadn’t faded in the least, and if anything, was perhaps even stronger. But together, we forged our way through it, and found a way to back to the portal platform.

      I suffered a bad moment when I saw that the portal was no longer active. But perhaps it worked on some sort of timer. In any event, I just hit the button again, and the portal sprang into life.

      I looked to the others, and Uma in particular. “I told you I’d do all I could to get us off this world,” I said.

      “That you did,” she agreed.

      It was then that Deeve asked the question that had so far not been addressed.

      “Once we go through,” she said. “Once we use the portal to take us back home, what happens then?”

      All of us knew what she was asking, and it seemed to be worth standing there in the freezing wind for a few moments more to come up with an answer.

      “About us you mean?” Uma asked.

      The athletic woman nodded.

      It seemed that no one really wanted to answer. So I took the lead.

      “I don’t know about anyone else, but this world has changed me. I used to be a loner. Finding companionship wherever I could, not valuing it overly much.” I looked around to all of them, and noted that Timmy was looking away, acknowledging in his own way that this conversation didn’t really include him.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen when we go through. As you all know, I have a history with the Company, a history that I’m keen to readdress. But of this, I’m sure. Whatever happens when we get back to our part of the galaxy, I want all of you with me.”

      As one, the girls murmured words of agreement, and I could tell that they meant every word.

      There wasn’t really anything else to be said on the topic.

      I sought out Sydney’s eyes. “What say we go find out what Jayloo has been up to?”
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      Thanks for reading Survivors 3. This is the final book in the series, but I’ve got more series in the works.

      So if you liked this book and want to help me out, here are some things you can do:

      
        	Leave a review. (I can’t stress how important these are.) I don’t have an ARC team, and every review you see on Amazon or Goodreads is a reader taking the time to leave a note about the book.

        	Tell your friends. Share the book in your groups. All of them, as many as you can. It really helps.

        	Sign up for my newsletter, which is really just a note every time I publish a book, so you never miss a new release. http://jackporterwrites.com

      

      Not too bad, right?

      Beyond that, if you want to get in touch with me (or find a typo or some other monster that doesn’t belong), write me at author@jackporterwrites.com.

      Thanks for your help, and I can’t wait to share more stories with you in the future.

      -Jack
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