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      “Jesus fuck,” Jayloo muttered, not for the first time.

      I paused for a moment to look at the purple-haired woman. She was crouching low and rubbing her shin as if she’d scraped it against something. It was certainly possible. The jungle was full of jagged branches and rocks set on an uneven floor, mostly hidden by dense, alien foliage.

      Jayloo spat out a couple more curses, then seemed to notice I was looking at her.

      She straightened. “What?” she demanded, and I was reminded of her initial reaction to me. As time had passed, she’d definitely mellowed, but at first, she’d viewed me like she might view a disease. Something dangerous that she would happily get rid of if she could.

      “Why did you choose to join me?” I asked her. “You’re not like Uma or Deeve. This environment doesn’t seem to agree with you much.”

      To my surprise, her cheeks turned pink and she turned away. Yet she answered readily enough.

      “What’s not to like? There’s a million different things that want to eat me. Every step I take, something either tries to trip me up, or jabs at me. It’s like even the softest-looking flowers have thorns. And if that’s not enough, it never stops raining even for a moment. Who wouldn’t want to go for a hike in such conditions?”

      She said the last with a laugh, but she and I both knew she hadn’t answered my question.

      I studied for her for a moment. She was the shortest of the women who had survived the crash, although Sydney might have been close to taking that title. And while some of the others were more capable, Jayloo was at least starting to look the part.

      She wasn’t wrong about the rain. Because of this, several of us had taken to wearing ponchos made from part of the canvas we’d scavenged from the transport.

      The ponchos had hoods that we could raise if the rain became heavy, and pockets designed to hold fragments of the plant that kept the dangerous forest creatures away.

      In her left hand, Jayloo carried a makeshift spear tipped with one of the sharpened shards of metal from the crash, although she used it mostly as a staff to help her navigate through the trees.

      In a few more weeks, I imagined that she would be able to travel much more comfortably through the trees than she could now.

      She realized I was still waiting for a serious answer.

      “It’s my turn,” she blurted, and colored again. Then she clarified. “You said it yourself. This is a dangerous place. Even with these plants, we shouldn’t be going anywhere alone. You usually take Uma or Deeve with you, but it isn’t fair that they should do all the work.”

      She looked away, and I was sure she was blushing again. “And why should they have all the fun?” she murmured as if to herself.

      I allowed myself a hint of a smile. It appeared that Jayloo still didn’t realize that my hearing was better than most. I was pretty sure she hadn’t meant me to hear the last part.

      These trips served two purposes. Our little village had so far proven safe and comfortable, but that didn’t mean we could afford to get complacent. This was a very dangerous world. And I had no intention of resting until I knew all I could about our immediate surroundings. So I was putting together a map of everything within a couple of days’ travel in every direction.

      In the week or so since we’d been at the village, I had gone out three times, using the return journey to hunt and gather food.

      But that was just the first purpose. The other one was that it had been an opportunity to share private moments with Uma and Deeve.

      Apparently, that wasn’t a secret. I’d thought that Jayloo and Sydney were a monogamous couple. But judging by the purple-haired woman’s words, perhaps that wasn’t exactly the case.

      “Fair enough,” I said, replying to the words Jayloo had intended me to hear. “We’d best carry on, then.”

      I matched my actions to my words, turning and using my club with the spike at the heavy end to push my way past some vines. “I’d like to get a bit farther before we take a proper break.”

      Jayloo offered another muttered curse, but didn’t otherwise subject. Within moments, the two of us were making our way through the trees, and I wondered what might happen when we did finally stop for a break.
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        * * *

      

      We continued on for a decent length of time, with me quietly chuckling to myself every time Jayloo flinched at a distant growl, cry, or screech from the native wildlife.

      So far, the plant’s ability to keep even the worst of the jungle denizens away had never faltered. But Jayloo apparently didn’t trust it completely, and in truth, neither did I.

      We were immune to the plants’ effects. They didn’t drive us away. Perhaps there were other creatures on this world that were equally immune.

      I kept my eyes peeled and my ears open, looking out for hidden dangers while making a mental note of anything of interest.

      The swarm of oversized purple and green wasps that darted quickly away as we approached. The amorphous, dark, blotchy shape that my augmented senses told me was a fungus, sliding and slithering into the dark after having extended a pseudopod in our direction and deciding not to approach. The gigantic something I never actually saw, hidden in the depths of the forest, that gave a cry like that of a baby but far louder, and shook the trees as it ran.

      A thousand different creatures either hid or hurried away at our approach, as did some of the foliage. I marked one or two different species as being perhaps a good option for cooking back at the village, but as yet, it was still too early for hunting.

      Of the rest, if it weren’t for the plant’s protection, many would have considered us prey.

      As a backup to the plants in our pockets, I had my club, a hidden bone-handled knife, and the augmented strength in my body. Beyond that, I figured I could use Jayloo’s spear in a pinch, but wouldn’t be able to count on her assistance in a fight. While it was typically safer to travel in pairs, in truth, it just meant I had to be prepared to protect the two of us rather than just me.

      “How much farther are we going to go?” Jayloo said, not quite able to keep the surliness out of her voice.

      I paused to look around. It was getting a little darker than it had been back at the village, but that was due to the distance we had traveled, and not the time. This jungle grew at the border between daylight and night. As far as we could make out, this world didn’t spin.

      But my internal clock told me that we had been traveling for somewhere over four hours, and despite Jayloo’s grumbling, we had covered a respectable distance.

      “I’d like to keep going for a little bit longer,” I began, even as I watched the small woman’s shoulders slump at my words. But before I could continue, something warned me.

      Perhaps it was a hint of a shockwave, or perhaps I caught the edge of a sound. Either way, my augmentations kicked in as they had been designed to do.

      I responded as if by instinct, far more quickly than a normal human could hope to. I was moving before I had time to consciously decide to do so.

      “Get down!” I bellowed. I hurled myself at Jayloo like a player in a contact sport, catching her by surprise and knocking her clean off her feet into the soft, mossy shrub behind her.

      Jayloo had time to let out a noise which she turned into an exclamation. “What the fuck?” she said.

      A jagged chunk of metal almost as big as one of the huts back in the village crashed through the foliage above us, careening into an oversized trunk and deflecting away into the trees to the tune of a sequence of banging and breaking branches.

      For half a heartbeat, the jungle was silent. Jayloo started to squirm beneath me and let out a curse.

      “Wait,” I said, and stayed as I was, using my body as a shield to protect her.

      A moment later, the jungle was filled with noise once again. A cacophony of banging and crashing, much louder this time, a sequence of impacts that caused the whole area to shake. It was like an earthquake, maybe a six on the Richter scale or even more, as if the small, red moon was once again passing in front of the larger one.

      If it was, I couldn’t see it through the canopy. But even if I could, I knew that was not the cause of this.

      I stayed where I was, aware that Jayloo was cursing and shaking beneath me, and waited for the noise and shuddering of the earth to stop. Even then, I waited a little longer, just to make sure.

      Jayloo was panting beneath me as if she had been for a run. She was obviously frightened. After a few moments had passed, she found her voice once again.

      “What the fuck was that?” she said.
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      It was clear that Jayloo was unsettled. Her eyes were wide, and instead of doing her damnedest to push me off her, she just lay there against the moss.

      “Was it some kind of monster? A meteor? Or what?”

      I pushed myself up to my knees, looked briefly around, and stood. Jayloo seemed to flinch away from the whole world. It was as if she thought there was something out to get her.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s over now.” I reached out a hand to help her to her feet, and after a brief hesitation, she took it.

      She was a mess. Her purple hair was wet and clung to her face, and the moss I had pushed her into had left its mark on her poncho as well. She brushed at it with her hands, getting rid of a lot of the water, but not all.

      “What the fuck was that?” she asked once again.

      “I think that was another transport. A shuttle of some kind.”

      Jayloo looked at me in sheer disbelief. “No fucking way!” she said.

      I nodded. “What else could it be?”

      She was shaking her head. “But that’s got to be impossible. A second ship crashing here within, what, just a few weeks? No. Fucking. Way.”

      I’d cast my club to one side even as I threw myself at Jayloo. I bent to retrieve it from where it had landed up against a rock, and listened as the forest creatures started to sing their various songs once again.

      To my mind, Jayloo was right. If it was down to sheer chance alone, the odds of two different transports crashing to the ground on such a remote world were incalculable. For those two transports to crash within such a short frame of time—it defied belief.

      But all I said to Jayloo was, “Only one way to find out for sure.”

      “Huh? What? What do you mean?”

      “Whatever it was, it landed not far from here. Let’s go take a look.”

      The purple-haired woman was shaking her head. “No. It’s too dangerous. I want to go back to the village.”

      I gave her a smile. “Five minutes ago, you were happy enough to explore this part of the jungle. What’s changed?”

      “You know damn well what’s changed! Five minutes ago, a fucking space transport hadn’t just tried to land on my head! For all I know, there are a dozen more there, just waiting to see if we survived the first one. How do I know there won’t be another come crashing down?”

      She wasn’t being particularly rational. I suspected that she was in shock from what had happened. If it had been Uma, Deeve, or Kia, I would have put my arms around her and comforted her as best as I could. But Uma and Deeve were both better balanced than Jayloo even at their worst, and even Kia was able to accept things with equanimity that Jayloo simply didn’t possess.

      And the purple-haired woman was prickly. There was a good chance she would accept my efforts. But there was a better chance she would go ballistic instead, hurling insults my way as if I was the cause of her fright.

      Instead, I used a soothing tone. “There won’t be another one,” I said. “You know that as well as I do. But perhaps I’m wrong, and it was nothing more than a meteor, a small chunk of rock thrown our way by one of the moons. Either way, it makes sense to check, given that it landed so close. And if it was a ship of some kind, then perhaps there will be something to salvage. Or even survivors.”

      “Survivors?” Jayloo shook her head once again.

      “You never know. Although, I’ll admit, the odds of anyone walking away from such a crash landing has got to be minute.”

      I kept my tone light, almost joking, almost as a test. At first, she just nodded, accepting my words. Then she looked at me sideways.

      “We survived,” she said.

      I smiled again. It seemed that she was regaining her composure.

      “That we did,” I said. “And how would you feel if you knew that there had been someone who could have come to our aid, but they just went back home to their village instead?”

      I could see I was getting through, but Jayloo’s fear was still strong. She still wanted to argue the point.

      So I tried a different tactic. “How about we just go looking for that piece of whatever it was that came close to squashing us like a couple of bugs? That shouldn’t be too far away, and ought to be easy enough to find. Then we can decide what to do from there.”

      It seemed that Jayloo wanted to be courageous, but she didn’t exactly know how. Giving her a smaller goal proved the right thing to do. She nodded almost automatically, and bent to pick up her spear.
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long to find the chunk of metal that had come close to ending our day. All I had to do was follow the trail of mangled vegetation and soon enough, we found it, partially embedded in the trunk of a gigantic tree.

      Jayloo approached cautiously, as if she expected something to reach out and grab her. But even from a distance, it was clear that this was no meteor.

      It was part of a ship. A section of the fuselage, thick plate alloy with jagged edges that looked partially melted.

      “Don’t touch,” I warned as we both drew closer. My sensors told me that the metal was still hot, but even without them, it was easy to see. The light, persistent rain sizzled as it hit the metal.

      “How close did it get?” Jayloo asked, her eyes focused on the point where the piece of wreckage had embedded itself deep in the trunk.

      “I don’t think we were truly in danger,” I said. “Maybe if we were a little taller. Or standing just a little closer to this spot.”

      “Jesus fuck,” Jayloo breathed.

      Nor could I blame her. It would have been astonishingly bad luck for a piece of space debris to have cut us down so randomly.

      At the same time, it was no longer in question. Whatever had crashed farther up, it was man made and had entered the atmosphere from above.

      It was a transport of some kind.

      “Come on,” I said to the purple-haired woman. “Let’s see if we can find the wreckage.”

      This time, Jayloo didn’t argue. She simply nodded her head and kept pace with me as I pushed my way through the jungle undergrowth.

      On previous trips, I learned that there was a band within the jungle where the light remained fairly consistent. I could walk for several hours into the jungle from the village and only the sensors—installed by those who had augmented me—were sensitive enough to tell me that the light levels had changed.

      Beyond that band, it swiftly got darker, and the persistent rain grew heavier as well.

      But the forest didn’t thin out as I might have expected. Instead, it simply changed, with the plant life that proved dominant in the lighter areas being replaced by things that were more fungus-like in in the darker zones.

      The colors changed as well. Near the village, the jungle was full of greens, oranges and yellows, with the blue of the plant we used as protection being somewhat less common.

      Farther in, it was like the jungle had been painted from a subtly different palette.

      The greens, purples and oranges were still present, but there was an edge of sickness to them. The colors were no longer clean, instead seeming to bleed out from the edges.

      It was as if an artist had been asked to paint a scene that was poisonous, where the colors alone were enough to make a man nauseous.

      Nor was it just a matter of perception. My sensors confirmed that many of the plants were as toxic as they appeared.

      I did my best to avoid the worst of them.

      The animal life seemed scarier as well, and perhaps less impacted by the aroma of the plants we carried. They seemed more watchful, and approached more closely than they did back at the village.

      “I don’t like it here,” Jayloo said. She’d pulled her hood up, as I had done, to protect herself against the heavier rain. Her voice was muddier as a result.

      “We’ll be fine,” I reassured her, even as I made sure to stay alert for hidden dangers.

      “It’s getting darker,” she said. Her voice was nearly swallowed by the ambient noises of the jungle, the creatures calling to one another, the rain, and the never-ending sound of running water.

      I could have walked in pure darkness and I would still have been able to see clearly. But Jayloo didn’t have my advantages, and I was very much aware that the initial intentions that drove her to join me had long been forgotten.

      She had initially thought to find some alone time with me. How far she had wanted to go, I didn’t know, but I would have been happy enough to find out.

      Now, she exhibited nothing but fear, and I was surprised that she hadn’t already begun to complain more loudly.

      “We’ll be fine,” I said again. “It can’t be too far away now.”

      Almost as soon as I finished speaking, the jungle opened up in front of us. It was like stepping outside for the first time in days. Instead of finding our way through dense undergrowth with a canopy protecting us from the heaviest rain high above, we found ourselves in an area that was more open. More ruined.

      “What the fuck?” Jayloo asked.

      “This is where the ship crashed into the jungle. You can see where the broken branches are still smoldering.”

      “Mowed it down like it was nothing,” Jayloo said.

      I had to agree. The canopy was just gone. Scooped out. Cut away as if by a gigantic scythe, leaving nothing but remnants behind.

      It was considerably wetter here, with the rain falling directly from the thick clouds above. But at least it showed that we were on the right track.

      That said, the angle of impact hadn’t been steep. The shuttle, or whatever it was, had torn a gap through the trees that extended several hundred yards.

      But we still couldn’t see where the ship had landed.

      “Come on,” I said.
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      We stuck to the edge of the clearing, out of the heavier rain. Even so, Jayloo kept up a steady stream of curses, her go-to method of bolstering her own courage.

      As for me, I wondered about the impact the heavier rain might have on the effectiveness of the plant we both carried. Of all of my senses, my sense of smell had been enhanced the least. Nevertheless, I was acutely aware that the plant’s aroma seemed to fade more as it got wetter.

      I chose not to advise my companion of that observation. Instead, I made a point of keeping watch for any danger.

      “How much farther do we have to go?” Jayloo asked.

      “Not far,” I said. “I can already hear something up ahead.”

      The purple-haired woman instinctively reached out and grabbed my arm, turning me toward her. “What do you hear?” she asked, her eyes wide and full of uncertainty.

      I considered what I should tell her, and went for an edited version. “Some kind of conflict,” I said. “Energy weapons. At least one. We should hurry.”

      But Jayloo had reached the end of her courage. She looked around wildly, like a prey animal caught out in the open, with predators all around. “You can hear that? Despite the rain and the jungle noises?”

      I could hear a lot more than that. Snarls and sharp yapping noises, muffled curses, and cries of pain.

      As part of my training to be an Assessor, I had become familiar with a wide range of predatory animals. Those up ahead made noises much like the sounds made by a pack of hyenas from old Earth.

      I knew that on any given world, the wildlife would develop in its own way. Yet there were surprising commonalities that cropped up again and again. I didn’t expect what we were about to face to look like hyenas at all. But I did expect them to be hunting in packs, with the survivors of the crash, whoever they were, being on the menu.

      “It sounds like there are survivors. They need our help. We have to hurry!”

      I took Jayloo’s hand in my own and, despite her all-too-obvious hesitation, hurried her along.

      Perhaps I could have left her behind and trusted the plant she carried to protect her. But I had no guarantee she wouldn’t wander off on her own, and I didn’t want to find out if my tracking skills were sufficient to find her again.

      And the survivors from this crash needed my help.

      I increased my pace, hurrying over unsteady ground and using my club like a machete, hurling myself between trunks of ugly-looking trees, bashing my way past oversized leaves and putrid-looking fungi, avoiding rocks and roots as best as I could.

      At first, I had to almost drag Jayloo along, but she found some courage and began matching my pace. Either that, or she feared being left alone more than she feared whatever we were about to face.

      It was clear when she could hear the conflict as well. She didn’t let up in her cursing, but it gained a more desperate edge.

      And then we both caught the first glimpse of the downed ship.

      My first instinct had been correct. It was a shuttle, a smaller craft than the transport the girls and I had come down on.

      Yet it was still big enough, as all spacefaring crafts were big, a dark, glistening shape more than thirty yards wide and just as long.

      That it had survived such an unplanned re-entry and crash was a testament to its construction. Yet not even the strongest ship was indestructible.

      As well as losing chunks of itself along the way, this shuttle had split open, almost in half. There was a gaping rent, and my mind conjured an unexpected image. This shuttle was almost circular in shape. It looked like a cake, and the rent was like a wedge had been cut out.

      Half a dozen dark, ugly shapes swarmed around the opening like sharks harassing a wounded whale.

      The dark shapes were swift, and bigger than any hyena had any right to be. They were bigger than the wolf-things in the wastes that Deeve, Uma, and I had faced at the start of our adventure. They were as big, perhaps, as an earth rhinoceros, although these were more sinuous, weaving their way back and forth as they harried the defenders.

      These were the creatures that were yipping and barking. And even as I watched, I saw one of them latching its jaws around a distant figure. A male voice cried out in pain, and that oversized hyena thing carried its victim away into the jungle, much too quickly to give me even a chance of going after it.

      If I expected the other hyena things to break off and share the meal, then I was to be disappointed. The others continued to harass the remaining defenders.

      I didn’t hesitate even for a moment. “Come on!” I shouted at Jayloo.

      The purple-haired woman didn’t have a choice. I was still holding onto her hand. But there was real terror in her voice as she responded.

      “What can we do?” she asked.

      “We don’t have to do anything! We just have to get close enough for them to scent the plant we carry. That should be enough!”

      I gripped my club more tightly as I spoke, very aware that the rain had damped down plant’s aroma far more than I wanted.

      Perhaps a more cautious approach might have been better. Jayloo and I could have waited, hidden in the jungle, for the hyena things to do their grizzly work. Then we could have entered the broken shuttle and salvaged whatever we could.

      Uma had once described me as cold and calculating. Deeve had as well. And there was some truth in that.

      But there was a larger calculation in place as well. As things stood, we were a small group. Five women and me. Based on sheer numbers, I knew that in a world as dangerous as this one, a larger group would have a better chance of long-term survival.

      And when it came down to it, it just wasn’t in me to let others suffer and die when there was a chance I could help.

      I had no intention of throwing my life, or Jayloo’s for that matter, away. It was a calculated risk, but a necessary one.

      I let Jayloo go and began heading toward the downed shuttle, intending to do whatever I could to draw the hyena things’ attention my way.

      “You’re not leaving me here!” the purple-haired woman cried, but she didn’t seem to want me to stop. To my surprise, she did her best to come with me.
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      The ruined trunks and branches strewn over the ground made the going difficult. We had to clamber over and around all manner of obstacles, most of them made slippery by the incessant rain.

      We’d crossed barely half the distance when Jayloo gave a yelp that turned into a steady stream of curses. I glanced around, briefly regretting that she wasn’t Uma or Deeve, both of whom were more physically capable than her. Jayloo had gotten herself caught between two large branches, and I knew she would need help to get herself out if she was to do so quickly.

      “I can’t do it!” she wailed, and I knew what she meant.

      I had no real choice. I marked her position in my mind. “Stay there!” I shouted. “Trust the plant to protect you. And aim your spear at anything that comes near!”

      The poor woman looked terrified. Yet despite her earlier intention, she nodded, hunkering down in her crevice, and did as I asked.

      Then I yelled at the hyena things and redoubled my speed.

      At the same time, I couldn’t help but worry. There was a lot of rain dampening down the plant’s aroma. And there were a lot of other, competing aromas about.

      Much of the plant life that the shuttle had flattened responded with different levels of stink. From one step to another, my senses were assaulted with smells that ranged from sticky and sweet through to putrid and disgusting. It was like the smells from a molasses factory, a zoo, a waste treatment plant, and a dump, had all joined together in an effort to drown out the more delicate aroma of the blue-flowered plant.

      Noisome stench would have been a good description. Vomit-inducing miasma might have been another. But through it all there was something else. A sharp, chemical odor that I didn’t want to think about.

      All that mattered was that I had a job to do, and I would do it whether or not my protection still held.

      “Ha!” I bellowed even as I barreled straight toward the nearest of the hyena things. It had kept its focus on the broken shuttle, and I was able to get close enough to it that I was swinging my club even as it whipped itself around to face me.

      It was dark and sinuous, and I realized belatedly that it had too many sets of limbs. Unlike the wolf things I’d faced before, which had had spines all over their bodies, this thing was as smooth as an oil slick.

      Yet it boasted the same general features that predators around the galaxy all shared. Dangerous looking claws on each of its feet. Sharpened teeth designed to render and tear. Muscles bunching beneath its skin like those of a thoroughbred.

      And an attitude that told me very clearly that it didn’t like being interrupted.

      I didn’t care. Even as it growled at me and moved its sinuous form left and right as if sizing me up, I unleashed.

      My club had an inbuilt spike at the heavy end, and I aimed the spike at the side of its head.

      A creature that size shouldn’t have been able to move swiftly enough to dodge. But this thing defied that expectation. It ducked back and away, and instead of shattering its skull and burying that spike in its brain, all I managed was to open a gash on its shoulder.

      Nevertheless, that was enough. The creature uttered a yelp and darted backward, and all of a sudden, I was facing not just one of them, but four, no, five, all of them moving with the easy, supple strength that seemed characteristic of their kind.

      If they had attacked all at once, likely that would have been that the end of me. But while they circled back and forth, growling and yapping as they had done before, there was something holding them back.

      I knew what it was, just as Jayloo would have done. The plant’s delicate scent was still doing its job. It was keeping the monsters at bay.

      Just not as much as before.

      I felt a moment of relief mixed with joy at this reality. But attracting the attention of these monsters was only part of the job. I needed to get rid of them once and for all.

      “Ha!” I bellowed again. It seemed to be my battle cry of choice. Then I leaped forward and swung my club at one of them, then turned around and continued the swing at another. Both attempts missed, the hyena creatures proving far more slippery than I would have predicted. Worse, one of those behind me took the opportunity to dart in, ignoring the protective scent I was carrying for just a moment.

      I turned in midair and brought the end of the club down hard on the monster’s head, enjoying the heavy smacking sound as it connected. But the spike wasn’t aimed right, and the monster yelped and ducked back, shaking its head as if to clear it.

      Then it continued to circle me as if nothing had happened.

      The dance had begun. The plant I still carried offered me some protection, but not enough. I leaped and lunged left and right, making my movements unpredictable, striking head-on, to the side, and even doing what I could to get behind the monsters, seeking weak spots wherever I could.

      I quickly learned that there was a pattern to their movements, and while they were swift, if I timed it right, the swing of my club was swifter.

      I felt a solid connection once, twice, and again, and all of a sudden one of the creatures yelped and scampered further away, protecting its forearm as if I had broken the bone there.

      With my heart pounding in my chest, I allowed myself a grin. These things were tougher than the wolf things I’d fought before. But it was just a matter of time. If I could stay out of their way, if I didn’t do something foolish, the outcome with these would be the same.

      I hurled myself at one of the monsters, using my club as a scythe, opening a gash along the creature’s jaw. Having learned that these things were smart enough to attack when my back was turned, I twisted myself about and used the club’s momentum to smash another monster in the side of the neck, opening a gash that looked potentially fatal.

      It was then that I realized I might be in trouble.

      At first glance, I thought there had been half a dozen of the creatures attacking the shuttle. I’d been facing four or five of them. But my efforts had attracted others, perhaps from the other side of the shuttle that I hadn’t yet seen.

      Instead of facing no more than half a dozen, I now counted nine of them, then ten, with only two of them hurt to the point where they couldn’t continue.

      I gritted my teeth, held onto my club with hands that were becoming slick in the rain, and prepared to fight for my life.

      The next couple of minutes were busy, and the hyena things proved determined and willing to brave my aromatic protection. More than once, one or another of them got close enough to snag my poncho. Both times, I wrenched myself out of the way and brought my club down with full fury and anger.

      Three times I managed to connect solidly, only one of those times making an impact. I managed to use the spike on the end of my club to open a huge gash in one of the creature’s sides.

      But if I thought it would slink away as its companions had done, then I was mistaken.

      With dark blood spurting and entrails hanging, the creature I had wounded used its speed and strength. It hounded me as if it no longer cared about the aroma, no longer cared about my club, attacking with its teeth and its claws as if all that mattered was to bring me down.

      I had no choice but to fend it away again and again, to back up, to focus my attention on this maddening creature at the expense of others.

      Yet I still did my best, spinning in circles even as I backed away. The monster no longer cared that I was pummeling it with my club, that I was opening up wound after wound.

      If it knew it was dying, it fully intended to take me down with it.

      Perhaps, if everything had remained as it was, the monster might have been able to finish me. Or perhaps I would have been able to take it and its companions down, at least enough of them so that the others ran away.

      I didn’t know, nor did I get the chance to find out. Even as I swung my club once again, I heard the distinct sound of an energy weapon, saw a bolt of plasma fire reach out and touch not the maddened beast I was facing, but another, one that had made its way to my side in an effort to attack.

      The creature yelped, its hindquarters damaged, the smell of sizzling flash adding to the ambient stench.

      Two heartbeats later, the energy weapon pulsed once again, and another of the creatures went down.

      I used the distraction to my advantage, backing up onto a blackened stump, and using the elevation to hurl myself bodily at the monster that was trying so hard to kill me.

      I flew through the air, both hands gripping the handle of my club, using gravity to give extra weight to my swing.

      This time, my aim was true, and the spike of my club was facing the right direction. I punched it through the monster’s thick skull even as I landed on my feet before it.

      The monster froze in place, as if in shock. It gave a pathetic mew, then shuddered.

      All at once, it collapsed, and I jerked my club free.

      Then I turned, saw that there was still work to be done, and swung my club once again, putting as much effort into it as a hammer thrower might put into his last throw in the Olympics.

      I connected again, and this time, I heard a satisfying crunch as my club caved in the side of another monster’s face.

      At the same time, I heard that energy weapon fire again, but never saw if it struck true.

      I didn’t need to. My efforts combined with that finger of God from elsewhere broke the spirit of the monsters. One of them raised its head to offer a howl, and as if that was a signal, they all broke and ran.

      I stood there in the rain, breathing deeply as I watched them go.

      Three of their number were unable to join them. One was already dead, and I used my club to make sure that the others soon were also.

      Then, finally, I looked up to see one of the crew of the broken shuttle standing close by.

      Somehow, during the fight, I had moved to within a few yards of the broken section. The woman was dark-haired and had the skin to match, and was looking at me with fear in her eyes.

      Perhaps she had just saved my life. I knew I’d saved hers.

      I took one more deep breath and straightened. But instead of saying anything to the woman with the energy weapon, I turned back to where I could see Jayloo’s spear jutting up from the ground.

      “Jayloo!” I called. I figured that by then, she’d had plenty of time to work herself free from where she was caught. “It’s safe now. The predators have gone. Come and meet our new friends.”
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      I’d used the word “friends” deliberately, in an effort to put the dark-skinned woman at ease. She had just crash landed on an alien world and been attacked by too many hyena monsters to safely handle. But that didn’t mean that the first people she met would be on her side.

      For all she knew, we could be out to plunder whatever they had, taking what she and the rest of her crew needed to survive.

      Nor did I know anything about her. The markings on her ship, the uniform she wore suggested Company.

      But pirates weren’t unknown in the greater expanse of space, nor were smugglers, black-market traders, and a myriad of other desperate, dangerous people all doing their best to get by at the expense of one another.

      If she proved to be one of them, or if she thought that’s what we were, she could easily turn her energy weapon on us and keep blasting.

      Maybe my words had some impact. The newcomer kept her weapon at her side. But before Jayloo could even dig herself out of her crevice between branches, the newcomer hit me with a barrage of questions.

      “Who are you? Where is this place? Is there a Company outpost nearby? My ship sensors didn’t pick up anything, but that can’t be right, can it? There has to be something. A medical outpost. Anything. And what the fuck were those things?”

      I could hear the anxiety in the woman’s words and knew that she was barely holding it together. Likely, she already understood that she was a long way from home, just as we were. If her shuttle’s sensors had failed to register any hint of civilization nearby, they had probably also informed her that she was a long way from home.

      But not everyone could accept harsh realities as soon as those realities raised their ugly heads. Sometimes, they needed more time.

      I waited where I was until Jayloo had made her way closer. Instead of answering the newcomer immediately, I turned to my purple-haired companion.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her.

      I could see that she was trying to keep her hands from shaking. She didn’t meet my eye. “I’m okay. But those things—they got closer than I would have liked.” Then she did raise her eyes to mine. “Are they immune to the plant?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It might just be all the rain combined with all the other smells.”

      Jayloo nodded, accepting my words. Then, as if making a decision to be brave, she drew a deep breath. She turned to face the newcomer, who was standing there with an uncertain expression on her face.

      “Are you okay?” Jayloo asked her.

      The dark-skinned woman began to nod, but then changed it to a shake of her head. “I’m okay. But my crew is not. Where are we?”

      I started toward her, keeping half an eye on her energy rifle, making no sudden moves.

      “We don’t know the answers to most of your questions,” I said. “Like you, our transport crashed here, just a few weeks ago. I’ll give you the information I have, but for now, perhaps you could invite us into what’s left of your ship. Those creatures we fought are not the only predators around, and besides,” I tried for a grin, “it’s raining. It would be nice to get under cover for a while.”

      The woman looked from me to Jayloo, then back again. It was clear she didn’t quite trust us, and I wondered if she had caught a glimpse of the metal that still encircled my wrists, a legacy of the manacles I had been wearing.

      Either way, she nodded and almost absently turned back to the ship.
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        * * *

      

      “My name is Zara Lane,” said the dark-skinned woman. “Lead Engineer. This is Medical Officer Tess Murchison,” she said, indicating another woman, a blonde who was seated on the floor, her leg bound in an inflatable cast and her torso supported in a similar way. Nevertheless, she managed a smile.

      “You must forgive me if I don’t get up,” she said. “Although I have to say, it’s good to see a new face or two. From what the captain said when we emerged from the rift, it didn’t sound like we would see anyone new for some time.”

      The woman—Tess—was obviously injured, although there was little hint of it in her voice. Likely, she was on meds to take away her pain.

      “Captain?” I asked, looking around.

      “Dead,” came Zara’s response. “They’re all dead. Except Brandon, maybe.”

      I didn’t ask the question this time, but the newcomer answered it anyway.

      “There were eight of us. We’re a health and maintenance crew. We flicker across the network, seeing to any repairs and health needs regular crews can’t handle. We were supposed to meet up with a transport with a faulty thruster near jump point Clarion Seven Nine, close to the rim.” She gave a despondent shrug. “I guess they’ll have to send someone else now.”

      “What happened to the others?”

      The woman drew a steadying breath. “The captain and first officer didn’t survive the landing. Megan—she was another engineer—survived, but her back was broken. Some of the others were injured as well. And when those things came, there was nothing we could do.”

      She seemed on the verge of tears, but held herself together. “Brandon tried his best, but he is just a med tech. They forced their way in and took … and took….” The woman closed her eyes and breathed deep to steady herself. “We can’t even give them a proper burial.”

      There were a lot of things I was good at. Assessing worlds for their suitability for human habitation was a given. If I wasn’t good at that, the Company would have been quick to recycle some of my augmentations, to be given to somebody better suited to the role.

      Within that, I was pretty good at various forms of combat, and could quickly assess a given situation to discern a tactical advantage.

      I was also handy with tools, could patch up all sorts of injuries, and in games where skill mattered more than chance, I tended to be able to hold my own.

      As far as women went, I knew that I never had to sleep by myself if I didn’t want to, and wasn’t too bad at reading the various signals they gave out.

      But some situations were beyond me. I knew that Zara needed comfort. She needed a friend to tell her everything was going to be okay, but the only other survivor from the shuttle crash was currently sitting on the floor, humming a tune to herself, high as a kite on pain meds and paying very little attention to the world.

      I knew that Zara would flinch away if I tried to approach her. I was a stranger, in a strange world, and a dangerous one at that. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t lifted a finger to hurt her in any way, and in fact had probably already saved her life.

      All that mattered was that I wasn’t the right choice of person to offer Zara what she needed.

      Nor, normally, was Jayloo. The purple-haired woman was usually too wrapped up in her own issues to acknowledge those of anyone else, and I knew that she was already a long way out of her comfort zone. Nor had the fight with the hyena things helped to settle her down.

      Yet there wasn’t any other option. I caught Jayloo’s attention and nodded my head toward Zara.

      To my considerable surprise, Jayloo understood. The purple-haired woman went to Zara and offered her everything that I couldn’t, embracing her without hesitation and murmuring words of comfort in the same way that she might have cursed under her breath in another situation.

      I half expected Zara to burst into tears, but she did not. Yet she didn’t exactly hold it together. Her face crumpled into an expression of pain mixed with grief and fear, and she seemed to shake within Jayloo’s embrace.

      As I watched, waiting for the moment to pass so I could get on with what I needed to do, I thought that maybe I had judged Jayloo to harshly.

      Sure, she was largely focused on her own issues. But whenever anyone had been hurt, she was the first to offer her help.

      It seemed to take a long while, but eventually, Zara broke away from Jayloo’s embrace.

      “Thank you,” the dark-skinned woman said. Then she managed the ghost of a smile. “It’s been a rough day.”

      I couldn’t see Jayloo’s face, but imagined her responding with a wry expression. “You’re welcome. And I think we know a thing or two about that sort of day.”

      It was just enough to break the mood. Zara managed a half-hearted laugh, then gathered herself. I was pleased to see it. There was strength to this woman. Not as much is in Uma, perhaps, but enough. She would be an asset in the coming days and weeks.

      “What happens now?” she said.

      “Now, we take what we can easily salvage from your ship and make our way back to the others.”

      “Others?”

      I nodded. “There’s a small group of us. We have shelter, food, protection, everything we need for an extended stay.”

      A range of emotions past over Zara’s face. “Shouldn’t we stay close to the ship?”

      I felt a sudden sense of déjà vu. I’d had this argument before. Yet this was different at the same time.

      I shook my head. “Staying here means nothing but death,” I said. “Those creatures will be back. And if not them, then something equally dangerous. How long can you defend yourself with that?” I asked, nodding at the energy weapon.

      She brought it up to look at it. “It has half a charge left,” she murmured, but I wasn’t sure she was answering my question. She looked at me. “I can set an emergency beacon,” she said.

      I shook my head once again. “Even if you could, what good would it do? Do you know how far we are from civilization?”

      The dark-skinned woman seemed determined. “What if Brandon comes back?”

      There was a pleading in her voice, and I knew there was more to the question than there appeared to be.

      Apparently, Jayloo caught it as well. “Who was Brandon to you?” she asked.

      This time, there were tears in the woman’s eyes. “He’s my brother.”

      I caught the present tense. She wasn’t yet ready to admit he was gone.

      “Zara,” I said, keeping my voice gentle. “Your brother isn’t coming back.”

      “You can’t be so sure,” she said.

      I could, and I was. But I didn’t want to say it. Doing so would have done no good at all. “And even if he was, you would be dead by the time he did. This world is dangerous. You’ve seen some of that firsthand.”

      I remembered something else. “And besides. There’s a chemical smell in the air, beneath that of the damaged foliage. I’ve smelled it before. You have a ruptured fuel cell. You’re an engineer. How long before that chemical mix ignites in the atmosphere, even without a spark?”

      On any ship, the fuel cells were the most heavily shielded, and for good reason. They contained the most dangerous combination of chemicals ever created. Unstable under most conditions, the power that launched spacecraft to impossible speeds wasn’t the sort of thing to be treated lightly.

      I could see in Zara’s eyes that she knew I was right.

      “You’re lucky that using your weapon so close didn’t set it off already,” I said.

      That proved to be the final argument. Slowly, Zara nodded. She looked around once again, the pain etched clearly into her face. But she was a realist.

      “What should we take?” she asked.
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      I glanced at the woman still singing to herself on the floor and acknowledged that we might not be able to take as much as we wanted. Certainly not as much as we’d salvaged from our transport. This time, we wouldn’t have a sled, and even if we did, the jungle floor didn’t lend itself to dragging one along.

      “Just the basics,” I said. “Medical supplies. Food. Things that can be easily carried. If we find we need more, we can return.”

      “What about the ship itself? We’re just going to leave it?”

      “Unless you think you can get it flying again?”

      It wasn’t a serious question. Even without the leaking fuel cell, it was clear that the shuttle wasn’t anywhere close to being able to fly again. Even if the gaping hole in the side could be fixed.

      Zara confirmed my impression by shaking her head. “Flight systems are down. Shielding is off-line. Navigation, communications, life-support, pretty much everything is a wreck.”

      The dark-skinned woman shrugged. “If I had a proper team and a full workshop—not to mention a ready supply of replacement parts—then maybe. But just with everything that came off during the crash . . ..” She shook her head. “I could possibly salvage enough to build a flyer of some sort, but getting back into space isn’t going to happen.”

      That the woman was confident enough to say that she could cobble together a flyer out of this wreckage spoke volumes about her capability. I nodded, accepting her word. But in Zara’s list of things that were broken beyond repair, there was something she hadn’t said.

      “Is the main computer still functional?” I asked.

      “Barely. Voice control is off-line, but there’s still enough juice that it could tell me about all the other issues.” She looked at me curiously. “Why?”

      I felt a moment of hope. At this point, getting off this world and back to some semblance of civilization seemed to be no more than a dream. Which meant that the best chance of survival was getting to know the world we were on as best as we could.

      I was doing my best to map the local environment, but unless I was willing to take risks, anything beyond the radius of about two days’ travel from the village would remain a mystery.

      Unless….

      “Did you have time to scan the surface of this world before you crashed?”

      The engineer nodded. “It’s an automatic process.”

      “And does this shuttle come equipped with handheld devices?”

      “It does. But the battery won’t last forever.”

      “Maybe it will last long enough. Could you download all the data the shuttle managed to get, and have that ready to go? Jayloo and I will sort out the rest.”

      We spent the next few minutes doing as I suggested, and soon enough had gathered more than we could easily carry.

      The med kit was a larger version of the one we had taken from the transport, all safely tucked away in a durable plastic container half the size of Jayloo. The toolkit was even more impressive, but I had to shake my head. I could see no easy way to move it back to the village.

      It would still be here if we needed it, I decided, and turned my attention to the pile of rations. “Do you have anything we can pack that into?” I asked.

      The woman thought for a moment. “Just my kit bag,” she said.

      “Kit bag? Spare sets of clothes?” The woman nodded. “You might want to bring that as well. In fact, if Tess and the others brought kit bags as well, you might want to gather as many clothes as you can and swap them all into one. There aren’t many clothing stores on this world that I’ve seen so far, and there’s no telling how long what you’ve got on will have to last.” I paused for half a breath. “I’ll figure a way to strap the med kit to my back, and then we can be on our way.”

      It didn’t take very long to get ready. But in that short frame of time, the hyena things decided to return.

      We were just getting ready to go, with the three able-bodied people hoisting the food, clothing, and medical kit as best as we could. Jayloo grumbled something about it not being fair that she was the smallest, but didn’t really put any effort into it, and I turned to the woman still sitting on the floor.

      “Tess?” I said, and the blond woman smiled broadly in my direction. “Are you able to stand?”

      She looked me up and down in a way that I’d seen many times before, and her grin grew even broader. “Honey, for you, I can fly.”

      I studied her closely. “Didn’t Zara say you were a medic?” I asked. The woman nodded, but it was clear she wasn’t really able to concentrate. I had to get through the fog introduced by the painkillers she had taken, so I knelt down closer to her. “We have to go for a bit of a walk. I understand that you are injured. What I need to know is how you’re going to cope. Do we need to work up some kind of stretcher? Or are you going to be able to walk, even with some help?”

      It seemed to take some effort, but the medic managed to focus. “My injuries look worse than they are. Soft tissue damage, broken ribs, simple fracture of the tibia and fibula of the left leg. The inflatable cast is designed to take most of the pressure away, but not all.” She thought about it some more. “I could walk for maybe an hour or so, if I had assistance. Beyond that, I do apologize.” She smiled again. “But I’d need a big, strong man like you to carry me.”

      It seemed that she liked the idea. And in truth, in different circumstances, I would have been flattered. Despite her injuries, Tess wasn’t hard to look at. Nor was Zara, for that matter. It was like they were two sides of the same coin, one dark, one light, but both equally attractive.

      That said, it wasn’t the answer I wanted to hear. But I had no intention of leaving anyone behind.

      “Okay. Stretcher it is, then.”

      I thought we would have to make one. Perhaps using Jayloo’s spear as one of the poles, and if the shuttle didn’t come equipped with the same sort of canvas we had salvaged from the transport, then I was going to sacrifice my poncho for the cause.

      But this was a support shuttle, specializing in maintenance and health. It had a better toolkit and medical med kit than most, although it was still a long way from what you might find on a civilized world. To my immense surprise, it also came with a folding stretcher tucked into the wall cavity next to where the med kit had lived.

      I removed it from its place, and telescoped it out to its full size.

      The thing even came with a set of wheels that could be lowered, turning it into a proper gurney.

      But before we could move Tess onto it, before we could begin our journey back to the camp, all of us heard a familiar, hyena-like yipping from outside.

      The sound was enough to make my blood run cold in my veins. I knew what it was, just the same as Jayloo did, and Zara. Tess might have recognized it as well, but she had gone back to humming.

      The hyena things were back.

      “Jesus fuck,” Jayloo whispered.

      I didn’t say a word, but in my mind, I echoed the sentiment completely.
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      “What are we going to do?” Jayloo asked.

      I could tell by the tremor in her voice that she was no longer confident that the plant’s aroma would be sufficient to protect us. Nor could I blame her. I knew firsthand that with the competing miasma and the rain, that protection just wasn’t strong enough.

      The hyena things had breached it before, and no doubt would again. Especially if I wandered out, encumbered by Tess on a stretcher, unable to use my club as I had done before.

      It wasn’t just Jayloo who was cursing under their breath. I did it too as I stepped closer to the breach so I could see.

      The hyena things were indeed back. Dark, oil-slick monsters that were too big, too quick, and too many to easily handle.

      They had yet to regain all of their courage. They were still back a fair way, moving back and forth among the damaged landscape. But I knew it wouldn’t be long. These things had braved energy weapons to enter the shuttle and bear Zara and Tess’s colleagues away.

      That energy weapon combined with my efforts had been enough to send them on their way for a time. But now they were back.

      “Well, we could try the same thing we did before,” I said.

      I hefted my club, thinking about it, and sensed both Jayloo and Zara beside me. The latter was still holding her energy weapon, and I knew from experience that she understood how to use it.

      “But what if they don’t run away this time?” Jayloo asked.

      It was a good question. If these monsters had shown just a little more fortitude, or if Zara had been a few minutes late in offering her help, things might have turned out very different.

      “Are there any other weapons on board?” I asked the engineer.

      She shook her head. “Brandon had one. It didn’t do him much good.”

      And now, it would be somewhere out there in the jungle, potentially useful if we could find it. But, just like the blasters my guards had worn, they were as good as gone.

      “There’s also a chance that their noise and activities will attract something even worse,” I said.

      “What do we do?” Zara said. “Stay here and hope?”

      I shook my head. “Maybe not. Your ruptured fuel cell. How do I access it?”

      The dark-skinned woman held my gaze for a moment. At first, she seemed surprised that I would even ask the question. Then, slowly, she nodded. “There’s a panel just behind the cockpit. Everything you need is in the toolkit.”

      Jayloo was looking back and forth between the two of us, not understanding. “What are you going to do?”

      “Solve our problem,” I said. I didn’t want to tell her anything more. What I had in mind was dangerous beyond words. A ruptured fuel cell could ignite at any moment, but was far more likely to do so if it was jostled unnecessarily.

      It was like the dynamite of old. Normally stable and safe to handle, but sometimes it would become highly unstable.

      The only difference was where unstable dynamite might go off and kill you, a ruptured fuel cell night take out the whole shuttle as well.

      “You’ll find out,” I said. “In the meantime, keep an eye on those predators, if you don’t mind. Help Zara keep them back, as best as you can.”

      Without waiting for a reply, I turned toward the access panel Zara had mentioned, and in a short time, I unbolted it and opened it up. Conscious that it had been made for someone with a much smaller build than my own, I lowered myself into its depths and allowed my augmented eyes to adjust to the minimal light.

      I was in a maze of wires and cables that controlled the whole ship, and I followed my nose to the core.

      When space travel had really begun, the fuel cells they’d used were enormous. Not as big as when they’d used actual rockets, but to begin with, each fuel cell would have been as large as this shuttle itself.

      In the intervening years, as tended to happen with technology, those fuel cells had become progressively smaller.

      Now they were about as long as my arm, in cylinders as wide around as my thigh. A ship like this would carry half a dozen, using two at a time until they were depleted, to be replaced as part of routine maintenance.

      The engineers in charge of that job typically wore protective suits and had specialized equipment.

      I had none of that. But I did have considerably more strength than most, and I knew how to be careful.

      I also had motivation, in that I had little choice.

      I made my way to where the fuel cells were stored and prayed it would be obvious which one was leaking.

      The smell I’d first detected outside was stronger down here. Almost acidic, a chemical smell that could burn the small hairs in your nostrils and made it difficult to breathe. And that wasn’t the worst of it. One wrong move and I could say goodbye to Jayloo, Uma, Deeve and the others, and they would never know what happened, because Jayloo, Zara, and Tess would be gone as well.

      “At least it’ll be quick,” I muttered to myself, and cracked the first hatch.

      Carefully, I withdrew what turned out to be a depleted core, and set it on the floor. No point in putting it back in, I figured. Then I moved on to the second small hatch, and repeated the process.

      “Adam!” Jayloo called from above. “What’s taking so long?”

      I could hear the fear in her voice and didn’t need to ask what the problem might be. The hyena things were getting closer.

      As if to confirm my thoughts, I heard Zara’s energy weapon fire again, to the tune of hyena-like yipping from outside.

      “I’m doing the best I can!” I shouted back, but if she chose to reply, I didn’t hear it. I did my best to tune her out as I withdrew a second depleted fuel cell and set it in place next to the first.

      Neither of them looked to be the problem, so I moved to the third hatch and opened it as swiftly as I could. This one was not depleted. I could tell by the sinister, radiating glow that greeted me, and the sudden increase in heat.

      Cursing myself for taking such risks, I grabbed the handle, turned it ninety degrees counterclockwise, and slowly withdrew this fuel cell as well. It was heavier than the first two by a good hundred pounds, the weight made even worse by the limited space. But there was no way I was going to drop this, so I manhandled it out, and gently, carefully, set it on the floor.

      “Adam!” came Jayloo’s call from above, accompanied by several more shots from the energy weapon.

      I shook my head, maintaining my focus, and studied the third fuel cell with my augmented senses.

      To the best of my perception, this one was fine. No apparent ruptures.

      This one, I had to put back if I wanted to keep it from being damaged. Cursing under my breath, sweat starting to pop up on my forehead, around my neck and down my back, I did so. Then I moved to the next hatch, and quietly prayed that the ruptured fuel cell wasn’t the last of the six.

      The hyena monsters were getting closer. Even without Jayloo’s calls, even without the sound of the energy weapon being fired, I could almost sense it.

      I needed to hurry, needed to get this done now!

      I cracked open the fourth hatch and reached for the handle. Then I paused. I could hear something. A faint harmonic, a resonance that shouldn’t have been there. And I knew that I’d found the cell with the rupture.

      More carefully than I had with the others, I grasped the handle and turned it ninety degrees. Holding my breath, aware of the heat this cell was giving off, I drew it slowly all the way out.

      But this time, I had no intention of setting it on the floor. This time, I left the last half inch balanced on the edge of the tube, and studied it closely.

      There. A hairline fracture in the casing. It didn’t look like much, but I could see as clear as day that the casing was ruptured.

      This was the unstable stick of dynamite. This was the thing that could have my death written on it.

      It didn’t look like much. An oversized glow stick that weighed over one hundred pounds. And leaked a corrosive, toxic substance that powered starships and could be the death of us all.

      Or it could be just the weapon I needed.

      With a grunt, I caught the other end of the fuel cell without letting it shake even the slightest bit, and started to turn back toward the others.

      “Adam!”

      Belatedly, I realized I was too big, and the glow stick was too long. Instead, I backed gingerly back the way I had come, keeping an eye on the entire length of the fuel cell at once.

      “Adam! Where are you?”

      When I reached the narrow steps that had taken me down, I carefully, slowly, with abundant caution, tilted the fuel cell until it was vertical and I could hold it by the handle.

      Then I drew a deep breath. This thing was a significant weight, and I had no option. I had to test it one-handed as I made my way back up to the main deck. I was already sweating, and the muscles in my arms and my chest were starting to vibrate with the effort, combined with the need to keep everything steady.

      “Adam! Where the fuck are you!”

      “I’m coming!”

      I was out of time and I knew it. I had to move quickly, and did so, hurling myself up the stairs in one fluid, easy movement, carrying the fuel cell up with me, making no sudden moves.

      Then, doing my best to move with all the grace of a dancer, I flowed past Tess on the floor, past the ruined bulkheads, and up to where Jayloo and Zara stood side-by-side at the breach, the latter of whom seemed to be firing non-stop even as Jayloo held her spear at the ready.

      I didn’t pause. The fuel cell was in motion, and I had no intention of coming to a sudden stop. Instead, I let out a bellow.

      “Get out of the way! Move! Do it now!”

      Whether it was because they understood what was happening, or just because of the urgency in my voice, I didn’t know. All that mattered was that Jayloo and Zara both did what I needed them to do. Each of them stepped to the side, and I continued my dance, stepping between them easily, smoothly, making no uncertain moves.

      I saw that the hyena monsters were close, closer than I would have liked, close enough that Jayloo anxiously calling my name made perfect sense.

      But none of that mattered. All that mattered was that I held a more than one-hundred-pound weight in my hand, and I needed to get rid of it quickly.

      I turned my dance into a spin, latched onto the handle with my other hand as well, and stepped around in a complete three hundred and sixty degree circle. Then, with a grunt of effort, I unleashed that fuel cell with all of my strength, sending it sailing through the air, over and above the hyena monsters’ heads.

      If I’d been going for a record in the hammer throw, I would have succeeded. The combination of my enhanced strength, the momentum I had built up, and this world’s slightly weaker gravity did the job.

      The fuel cell would touch down just where I needed it to be. Behind the hyena monsters, close enough to them to get the job done, but far enough from us that we might have a chance.

      “Get down!” I bellowed, and hurled myself back and away.

      Any moment now, and the fuel cell would hit. And then we’d know if it was enough.

      I heard it. Through all the usual forest noises, through the hyena-like yipping of the monsters looking to attack, I heard the fuel cell land with a crunch, breaking more than one branch.

      I expected it to be too volatile to stay whole. Expected to be slammed in the back by the leading wave of an explosion. But there was nothing.

      I waited half a second, then one more. Then I sat up, looked quickly around, and saw that both Jayloo and Zara had followed my order. They’d thrown themselves to the floor and covered up as best as they could.

      Already, Zara was starting to look up, seeking what happened.

      “I need to borrow your energy weapon,” I said, and grabbed it without waiting for her response.

      She let it go. In one smooth, fluid movement, I turned, and crouched down.

      For one horrible moment, my heart lurched in my chest as I thought that the fuel cell might have landed somewhere out of sight.

      Then I saw it. Glowing green with power. The bottom end sticking almost straight up.

      Without pausing to think, I pulled the trigger. A bolt of blue fire reached out and touched the end of the fuel cell, exactly where I was aiming.

      I had the smallest fraction of a moment within which to fling myself around once again, and the fuel cell went off with the most satisfying explosion I’d ever witnessed. We were hit with a pressure wave that picked the three of us up and tossed us across the deck of the shuttle, and the shuttle itself shifted beneath us.

      But that pressure wave did more good than harm, because a wave of fire and destruction soon followed.

      The noise was horrendous. It was all I could do to cover my ears and wait for it to fade.

      I gritted my teeth, my eyes clenched shut, and could only hope that Jayloo, Zara, and Tess were okay.

      After long moments, the heat, the noise, the sense of destruction faded away. I opened my eyes, took my hands away from my ears, and looked around to assess the damage.
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      “Is everyone all right?” I asked.

      Jayloo and Zara were picking themselves up off the shuttle floor, which had suddenly become dusty enough that it was hard to see clearly. Through the ringing of my ears, I heard them mutter something vaguely positive, and was content with that. Then I had another thought.

      “Tess.”

      But I needn’t have worried. The injured medic was lying face down, but she was also laughing to herself as if someone had told her a joke.

      I forced myself back into motion, heaving myself back to my feet.

      Jayloo was doing the same. The purple-haired woman coughed some of the dust away from her lungs and looked to me. “I see why you didn’t want to tell me what you were planning,” she said, her tone full of accusations. Then she softened a little. “Next time, do you think you could throw it just a little farther away?”

      I had to let out a quiet laugh. “I’ll do my best,” I acknowledged.

      “The question is, did it work?” Zara asked.

      I couldn’t imagine anything surviving such a blast, but I already knew that the hyena things were tough and quick. I had to make sure, and for the first time, looked out toward where the fuel cell had gone off.

      Before, it had been a mess of broken foliage, the outcome of the shuttle scything through the jungle. Now, it was worse.

      There was a blackened crater perhaps a hundred yards in diameter, the leading edge of which was much too close to the shuttle itself.

      Anything standing within that area had been flattened, with much of it burned to a crisp.

      Wisps of smoke rose from here and there, but the good news was that there was absolutely nothing moving throughout the entire area.

      The hyena things were either dead or had turned tail and run.

      Beyond that, it was like the whole jungle had grown silent. Or perhaps that was just the impression I got through my still-ringing ears.

      It was devastating. Destruction beyond what I had even envisaged.

      I acknowledged to myself that if I’d put just a little less effort into my throw, if the blast had been just a fraction bigger, the outcome might have been very different.

      And it seemed that both Jayloo and Zara understood this as well.

      Both of them were taking in the aftermath of my efforts. Just quietly standing at the edge of the shuttle breach, taking it all in.

      After a while, Zara turned to me. “I don’t know if you’re some kind of genius to be able to calculate a blast radius like that, or if you just took an insane risk. Either way, it seems to have worked. We don’t have to worry about those creatures anymore.”

      Jayloo smothered a laugh at the engineer’s words, and I decided not to tell them that maybe I had miscalculated a little. Instead, I changed the subject.

      “It did work,” I said. “But if there’s one thing we’ve learned about this place, it’s that there are always more predators. We’ve given ourselves a window. Let’s make use of it.”

      Jayloo and Zara were both in agreement. We gathered everything we planned to take with us, and finally loaded Tess onto the stretcher. Fully laden with makeshift packs on our backs, I took one end of the stretcher, with Jayloo and Zara sharing the other.

      Together, with Tess looking after my club, Jayloo’s spear, and Zara’s energy weapon, we made our way from the wreck.

      As we walked through the rain, clambering over and around different obstructions with the rain making its presence felt, I could only hope that the plant’s protection would continue doing its job.

      At the same time, I couldn’t help but think of the three other fuel cells that remained on the shuttle.

      Zara was an engineer. Perhaps she could work out a way to use the power within those fuel cells to recharge her energy weapon, And perhaps the plasma cutter as well.

      And if not, at the very least, they would serve to discourage other large predators at need, if we set them off.
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        * * *

      

      It was a far more grueling journey back to the base than it had been the other way. Just like when the girls and I had crossed the wastelands to the green belt, we could only travel so far before Jayloo and Zara needed a break.

      Nor did the aromatic plant offer the protection it had at the start. Several times, some predator or other drew too close for comfort, and I had to reach for my club to dissuade it.

      One of those predators was large enough and scary enough that we all froze in place as it loomed over us, sniffing the air as if deciding whether or not to brave the scent of the plant.

      “Jesus. Fuck,” Jayloo said in a quiet, terrified voice.

      I added my own quiet curse into the mix, and was just reaching for Zara’s energy weapon when the oversized monster turned away, uttered a call that shook the whole jungle, and left us all shaking, but alone.

      I didn’t want to use Zara’s energy weapon if I didn’t have to. When its charge was gone, that would be that. But against a predator like that, my club would be next to useless.

      Fortunately, the lingering protection of the blue-flowered plant still proved sufficient, and we managed to stumble upon a fresh clump of the plant before we had gone more than a third of the distance back to the village.

      We gathered as much of it as we could, tucking it into the pouches in my and Jayloo’s ponchos, describing the plant’s benefits for Zara, and sharing much of it between the two newcomers as well.

      After that, the more inimical of the jungle denizens left us largely alone.

      Zara asked questions as we walked. She wanted to know where we were going, who was waiting for us, and what sort of lifestyle we had managed to attain.

      The answers didn’t seem to please her overly much.

      “There are only six of you?” she asked.

      “That’s all that survived the crash,” I replied as I clambered over a fallen branch while trying not to jostle Tess in the stretcher.

      “And you have virtually nothing? No technology, no communications equipment? Nothing to connect you back to civilization?”

      It wasn’t quite as simple as that, as I had a bit of technology built into me. But that wasn’t what she meant.

      “We have a place to stay that offers a solid roof over our heads. We have fresh water and food. And we’ve found a way to make a life for ourselves in a world that boasts more danger than most. Beyond that,” I would have shrugged if not for the weight of the stretcher. “I’ve got a few ideas in mind, but we’ve only been here a short time.”

      I could almost sense the consternation from behind me, but I had no more reassurance to give.

      To my surprise, Jayloo took up the commentary. “It’s not all bad news,” the purple-haired woman said. “When we first climbed out of the wreckage, I thought we were doomed. I wanted to stay with the transport and hope that someone would find us. But I know now that if we had, we would have either been eaten already, or run out of water and died.”

      I had to keep myself from interrupting. As an inspirational speech, so far, Jayloo’s words left a lot to be desired. But I bit my tongue and focused on keeping my pace steady, so that the women behind me could more easily manage their half of the burden.

      “Adam convinced us to look for something better. It was his understanding of this world that brought us to safety. At every step, he made the right choice, and kept us alive. The way I see it, we’ve only been here a short time. If there’s a way off this world, if there’s a way back home, Adam will find it.”

      I found myself thinking about Jayloo’s reaction to me when I had first approached out of the wasteland and had to stifle a chuckle. It seemed that her view of me had changed considerably since then.

      At the same time, she was apparently holding onto a lot of hope for the future. And I wasn’t yet sure I would be able to turn that hope into anything more.

      I didn’t say anything. Just continued trudging along.

      After a while, Zara asked some more questions, but they were directed more at Jayloo than me, and were pitched so that anyone else would struggle to hear. She asked if I was the leader of our little group, to which Jayloo answered, “Sort of. Although Uma is officially in charge.”

      The dark-skinned woman commented then on the strength it must have taken to hurl the fuel cell so far. Jayloo replied that I was augmented, and went into some detail about my profession.

      Finally, Zara asked the question I had been waiting for. But again, she did it quietly, as if she didn’t want me to hear.

      “What about those metal cuffs he wears? What are they?”

      I sensed Jayloo’s hesitation, so I answered for her.

      “They are what remains of the manacles that chained me. I was a prisoner of the Company when the transport went down.”

      I felt Zara almost miss her footing, but it was actually Tess who asked the next question. The blond woman had been humming happily to herself for most of the journey, occasionally commenting on something pretty we passed by, or reciting nonsense rhymes in a singsong voice.

      But for the last little while, she had been silent, and I was wondering if the pain meds were starting to fade.

      “What did you do?” she said, but the tone of her voice made it sound salacious, like gossip rather than something more serious.

      “It isn’t what I did,” I said in response. “It’s what I found out.”

      I very clearly heard Jayloo whisper to the newcomers. “I’ll tell you all I know later. He doesn’t like to talk about it much.”

      We kept walking. At one point, Zara asked about the perpetual twilight, and we told her that the world we were on didn’t spin.

      Finally, when even I was starting to grow weary, Tess’s stretcher having seemed to grow heavier as we continued, we came into sight of the village.
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      I had thought that by the time we made it back to the village, most of the girls would be sleeping. There was no true nighttime on this world, but that didn’t mean our basic human needs had gone away. We still stuck to a fairly regular schedule for sleep, and my internal clock told me that it was about halfway through the “night.”

      Perhaps Uma would be standing guard as she often chose to do, or Deeve, or even Kia, whose alien DNA seemed to mean that she didn’t need as much sleep. But other than that, I expected the village to be quiet.

      Instead, Uma, Deeve, Kia, and Sydney were all up and about, all of them waiting at the far edge of the protective area within which the blue-flowered plant kept them all safe.

      I was weary by the time we arrived, and I knew the others were too. Except for Tess, who was snoring lightly in her stretcher. My only thought was to keep placing one foot in front of the other, so I didn’t notice the girls until they spotted us first.

      “There they are!” Deeve said, and the next thing I knew, the four of them were gathering around us with various expressions of concern and relief.

      Before I could react, I had been hugged by at least two different women, both of whom were careful not to upset my grip on the stretcher, and multiple voices spoke all at once.

      “It’s good to see you all back safe and sound,” said Uma, her words carrying an unconscious tone of authority even as she favored me with a look of relief.

      “You were gone no more than half a day before the ground started to shake and we all heard the roar of something passing overhead,” Deeve added. “Kia got a strange look on her face and started to talk about something crashing. She said you were okay, but that Jayloo was scared.”

      Sydney took up the narrative. The shorter woman with the perpetual smile was looking much better than she had when we had found the village. The wound on her thigh was nearly healed and she could move about with relative freedom.

      “It was like she went into some sort of a trance. Kept talking about ‘The others.’” The environmentalist turned her attention to Jayloo, and it was clear she wanted to help the purple-haired woman with the burden of the stretcher, but didn’t know how.

      “When she started talking about people dying, let me tell you, I freaked out a little.” She satisfied herself by ruffling Jayloo’s hair and giving her a fond smile. “I thought, that would be right. You’re a magnet for trouble. All you wanted was a bit of time with Adam and something just about crashes down on your head.”

      Even as I stood there, just wishing we could get on with it and finally put the stretcher down once and for all, I couldn’t help but note what Sydney had said. Apparently, Jayloo had discussed her intentions with the environmentalist, and had received her blessing.

      If it hadn’t been for the shuttle crash, I might have been one woman closer to completing the set.

      “I knew Adam and Jayloo were going to be fine,” Kia added, voice soft and ethereal. “But the others—I felt them. I could sense their pain.”

      “Kia’s ability to know what is happening—or what’s going to happen—is remarkable.” Uma said. “It gave us the chance to get one of the huts ready. She knew that you would be coming back with at least one survivor. Speaking of which, perhaps it’s time for introductions?”

      Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who was getting tired of carting Tess about.

      “Everyone, this is Zara and Tess,” Jayloo snapped. “Zara and Tess, this is everyone. Now, if you’re not going to help, at least point us to this hut you got ready so we can finally put Tess down and rest!”

      As far as outbursts went, this one was minor, and it had the right effect. The others all laughed, and did their best to help us to one of the smaller huts that until recently had still been covered in the detritus of long neglect.

      The girls had done a good job, cleaning it up so that the alien, ceramic material almost shone. As I ducked in through the doorway, I noticed some markings on this hut that I hadn’t seen elsewhere.

      But for that moment, all that mattered was setting Tess’s stretcher as gently as we could on the clean, ceramic floor, and then stretching my arms and shoulders until the bones cracked and popped.

      The unconscious woman never stopped snoring. Jayloo, Zara and I left her there, and went back outside to the others.

      “Right,” I said, looking around at everyone. “I’m guessing you all want to hear the story we have to tell, and to talk about what it all means. But for right now, I’m tired, and hungry. I didn’t get to go hunting this trip, but I’m hoping there’s still at least something left from last time. I’m going to wash up and eat, and then we can talk.”
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        * * *

      

      In the relatively short time since we had taken over the village, the girls had made a few changes. As well as cleaning some of the huts and selecting a couple of them to use for storage, the girls had also made an effort to tidy the outside areas.

      Without disturbing the blue-flowered plant (beyond moving a few to form a more coherent border), they had cleared a lot of the undergrowth and detritus away, particularly in the space next to the water feature.

      They had gathered an assortment of smooth rocks and tree branches to use as seats, and had even hung sections of the canvas overhead to cut down on the amount of rain that made it through the forest canopy.

      We had dug a fire pit in the middle, and kept a fire burning at all times.

      If it ever went out, we could relight it with the plasma cutter from the toolkit, but beyond that, we would have to resort to doing it caveman style, using friction and elbow grease to get the job done.

      This was where we normally gathered to roast whatever meat I had caught over the fire, to eat, or just to relax and talk for a while, and this was where we gathered after I had washed and rested enough to begin to feel human again.

      Jayloo and I had already told the bulk of the story, with the purple-haired woman waxing lyrical about how close we had come to having a chunk of the shuttle turn us into nothing but meat. She’d found a spot next to Sydney, and while the environmentalist wore a hint of a smile, Jayloo’s expression had become surly again.

      Zara had checked on Tess, but reported the medic to still be snoring happily away in her hut. She joined the rest of us and by the looks of it, had been readily accepted.

      Kia in particular seemed to want to make the newcomer feel as comfortable as possible. The psychic sat close to the dark-skinned woman, ready and willing to answer any question she might have.

      The other two, Uma and Deeve, sat on either side of me, Uma looking determined, and Deeve glancing at her every now and again while at the same time sporting a knowing smile as she played with her hair.

      I was aware of the byplay between them, and understood that each of them intended to welcome me back to the village in the most delightful way, but that it hadn’t been decided who would share my hut with me first.

      I decided not to say anything about that either way, and told my story between mouthfuls of roasted meat and assorted different fruits. We still had a reserve of ship rations, but had decided to keep that for emergencies.

      And besides, the fresh food was considerably tastier.

      “So,” Uma was saying. “The effectiveness of the plant in protecting us from predators isn’t absolute.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know if it was due to the competing aromas or the heavier rain, or a combination of both, but no. The creatures we fought hesitated, but the plants we were carrying didn’t stop them completely.”

      The Commander nodded, and I could see her mind working. “Which means if the rain becomes heavier here, or something happens to mask the plant’s scent, we could be in trouble.”

      I didn’t deny it. “There’s something else,” I said. “For some reason, we are immune to the plant’s effects. It doesn’t chase us away, and in fact, we all seem to enjoy the aroma of the blue flowers. I have to wonder if there might be other inhabitants of this world that are also immune.”

      Uma didn’t look particularly impressed by this thought, and even Deeve lost her knowing smile for a moment.

      “Really?” she said.

      I nodded. “The hut you cleaned for Tess while I was gone. Did you notice the claw marks on its surface? It seems that something has already got through.”

      The athletic woman, who was normally so calm and relaxed, suddenly grew a little pale. She looked around the village as if seeking danger. “So what do we do?”

      I smiled at her. “We do whatever we can. While we haven’t been exactly complacent, we’ve been relying on the protective ability of the plants perhaps more than we should. After all, someone used to live here in the village, and they’re not here anymore. What happened to them? When did they go? Did they also rely too much on the plant to keep predators away?”

      The undercurrent of tension between Deeve and Uma faded a little as they both understood there were more important concerns.

      “For now, I don’t know that there’s much we can do right away. But remember, as well as the plant, we have Kia, who can at least give us warning if something dangerous is coming. And Zara as well. Her energy rifle gives us a more proactive option for fighting back. And then there are our spears, knives, and my club.”

      All at once, Deeve’s saucy smile returned. “And we all know how good you are with your club,” she said, one eyebrow rising suggestively.

      To my surprise, Zara snorted at the comment, and it was clear that she and Kia were both listening to the conversation. Sydney and Jayloo, however, were deep in their own discussion, with the purple-haired woman casting an occasional glimpse my way.

      I decided to ignore the double entendre. “I’ve also got a few ideas about how we might be able to better protect the village.”

      “And what are these ideas?” Uma asked. “We could build some sort of physical wall to keep the worst of the creatures out,” she mused. Then she glanced up. “But that wouldn’t protect us from anything that could attack from above, even if we could do it quickly.”

      I nodded. “We could still do it, although it might take considerable time and effort. There’s a hatchet in the toolkit, but I didn’t see a full processing mill in there, or even a chainsaw.” I shifted on my seat, considering my next words. “But maybe there’s a better option.”

      “And what is that?” Deeve asked.

      “There have been two different ships crash landing on this world within a month of one another. The Eve transport, and Zara’s shuttle.” I was aware that I’d already discussed this briefly with Jayloo. “The odds of that happening, all things being equal, must be incalculable.”

      Deeve and Uma were both looking at me, but that wasn’t all. Kia and Zara were as well, and Sydney and Jayloo had paused their discussion.

      “Therefore,” I continued. “I’m going to suggest that perhaps all things are not equal.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Uma.

      I turned to her. “I never saw the data when the transport went down. But you did. You said that something happened that set sent us off course. Was it at the jump site?”

      The Commander frowned. “I don’t know. Maybe?”

      “We all know how it’s supposed to work. We take a transport up as close to lightspeed as we can, and get to the Company jump points. How they function, exactly, I don’t know. But neither does anyone else. The Company didn’t make the jump points. They found them. They just figured out how to make use of them.”

      None of the others said a word. I hadn’t said anything they didn’t already know.

      “What if there’s a flaw in the system? What if, when we went through, we encountered that flaw and it sent us here? The Company doesn’t truly understand how these things work. If there was a flaw, they wouldn’t know how to fix it. So other ships could encounter the same thing.”

      I waited as each of the women pondered the implications in their own way. While they were thinking, I spoke directly to Zara. “Is that what happened to you? Do you know?”

      The dark-skinned woman slowly nodded. “Ours isn’t a cryo-sleep ship. We dance around from Company outpost to Company outpost, and most of them are close to the jump points. But as to what actually happened? I’m not the pilot. But it felt like a normal job, to begin with. Then—it didn’t. We were somewhere else.” She shrugged. “And then we were crashing.”

      It wasn’t quite a confirmation, but it was far from a denial. “If there is such a flaw, it would explain why two different ships could turn up at the same place, so far away from where we were supposed to be, so close to one another in time.”

      I could see the acceptance of what I was saying slowly appear on their faces. Privately, I acknowledged to myself that there was something else. Something I wasn’t yet prepared to share.

      My theory of the flaw was verging dangerously close to my secret. The one that had resulted in me wearing the Company’s chains.

      I didn’t want to share that secret as yet because I could see no good in doing so. Yet I could couldn’t help but think it all might be related.

      “And if that flaw has been around for a while, what do you think that might mean?” I asked.

      Surprisingly, it was Kia who first came to the answer. “There will be others as well.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “We might not be the first. Zara’s shuttle might not be the last. How long has the Company been operating its network of jump points?” I asked.

      This time, Uma answered. “Hundreds of years,” she said.

      I nodded. “Hundreds of years. Perhaps not at the same level of operation as it is now. Perhaps the flaw hasn’t always been there. Perhaps it’s only intermittent. But I’m willing to bet that this place is littered with wrecks.”

      It was an astonishing possibility, and one that I probably wouldn’t have even considered if Zara’s shuttle hadn’t come crashing down as it did.

      But there was another possibility that I hadn’t really considered. “That means there may be other survivors,” Jayloo exclaimed.

      She was right. But Sydney took it even further. “Maybe some of them have found a way back?”

      I had to admit, it was a possibility.

      But Uma shook her head. “If they did, then they are gone, and wouldn’t be of any help to us. And you can bet that if their way back was to repair whatever ship they came down on and launch it back the way they came, then those ships are out of our reach as well.”

      The way she said it, it sounded as if she had given up hope that we would ever really find a way off this dangerous piece of rock.

      But I saw it a little differently.

      “That doesn’t mean there aren’t still wrecks we can salvage. Maybe there are one or two that don’t need much work.” I studied Zara as I said it, and could easily read the doubt in her expression. I knew what she was thinking. Even if we had the required knowledge, that didn’t mean we had the necessary tools or parts at our easy disposal.

      I found myself offering her a grin. “And if that isn’t the most likely, I’m still sure we could find things that would make our stay here more secure. Weapons, for example. The means to protect ourselves from the predators here.”

      Understanding dawned all around, and I saw several heads nod.

      Deeve had a question. “Even if this is true, how will we find these hypothetical ships that have crashed and are waiting for us?”

      It was a good question. But I grinned more broadly.

      “One of the things we salvaged from Zara’s ship is a handheld device connected to the ship computer. The shuttle scanned this place as it was coming down. With a bit of luck, it would have recorded things like anomalous energy readings, areas with an unusual amount of commercial alloys, things like that.”

      Everybody seemed to speak at once, expressing a mixture of surprise and hope along with a measure of doubt.

      But it was Zara’s response I was focused upon. I hadn’t spoken of this to her in advance, so didn’t know if what I’d said was strictly true.

      But to my private delight, the dark-skinned woman nodded, her expression alive with more hope than I’d seen her express since I’d first met her.
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      Zara had left her belongings in the hut with Tess. She left us to retrieve the device, and when she returned, was quickly able to bring up an image of the local terrain. It didn’t take her very long to overlay exactly the type of anomaly I was hoping to see.

      It seemed that there were multiple different locations of potential interest. While there were no guarantees, if I had to bet, I would have put a good amount on those locations being the crashed and broken ships I had been anticipating.

      The others seemed to agree. Everyone had gathered in close to see the screen, and there were murmurs of interest from all around.

      “So, who’s up for a trip?” I asked.

      Once again, everyone spoke almost at once, and it seemed that all of them were keen to play their part. But Uma held up her hands, gesturing for silence. When the discussion faded, she put on a conciliatory expression.

      “We can’t all go,” she said.

      Immediately, the discussion started up again, with Sydney and Deeve both disagreeing.

      Uma had to call for silence once more. “Look, I know this is exciting and we all have a vested interest in finding these downed ships, if that’s what they are.” As she spoke, she looked directly at me, and I wondered if she could sense what I was thinking even though it was Kia who was the psychic.

      Of everyone there, I had perhaps the least incentive to look for ways off this world. The Company had long arms, and a long memory as well. Assuming we could actually make it back to civilization, the Company might be waiting for me.

      Yet I had given them a promise, and I meant it. If it were possible at all, I would help the women get off this world. And I did have a vested interest in keeping everyone safe.

      “But we can’t all go,” the Commander repeated. “In case you have forgotten, we have a new member of this group, and she’s injured. And Sydney as well. Some of us need to stay here with them. And there’s no guarantee that we’ll find anything of use.”

      It seemed that not everybody agreed. Sydney disputed that she was still healing, and said that she was good to go. Jayloo suggested that only Zara needed to stay, because Tess was her shipmate. That in turn generated additional arguments, from Zara herself, who said that if that’s how decisions were going to be made, then we might all like to note that both the handheld device and the energy weapon were hers.

      Deeve didn’t say anything much to begin with, but instead studied the image on the screen, and Kia just stood in place with a faraway expression on her face.

      I considered weighing in with my own thoughts on the matter, which were that the safest place for the women was in the village, and that I didn’t want to make what would already be a dangerous trip even worse by having to look after everyone at the same time. But Kia spoke up first.

      “Uma is right,” the ethereal woman said, her quiet voice somehow managing to cut through the noise. Everyone grew quiet again and waited for the psychic to continue.

      “Do you sense something?” Uma asked.

      “Not exactly. Nothing definite, at any rate. I just know that if we don’t do as you say….” She shuddered. “It isn’t a future I want to face.” She looked around at everyone, her overly large eyes settling on mine. “It’s like when Adam joined us. I couldn’t see exactly what might happen if we chased him away instead. But I knew that it was a simple choice, and on one side of that choice, there was peril, and on the other, that peril faded away.”

      Zara was looking at the ethereal woman with uncertainty. “What are you saying?” the dark-skinned woman asked.

      “Kia is psychic,” Deeve responded almost absently. “She senses things before they come to pass.”

      “So, what? All we need to do is keep most of us here and everything will be fine?” Zara asked, her voice carrying more than a hint of disbelief.

      Kia shook her head. “No. But it will be worse if we don’t.” She looked directly at the newcomer. “Some of us have to stay.”

      She said it with unambiguous certainty, as clear a statement as she ever made regarding the future.

      Into the silence that followed, Deeve finally spoke. “You’re all thinking of it as if it’s a single long trip, anyway. But it doesn’t have to be. Look. That’s us, right there in the middle, am I correct?” she asked, pointing to a small plus sign on the screen.

      When Zara nodded, Deeve continued. “Well, maybe I’m reading this wrong, but it looks like there are locations of interest all around us. We have no way of knowing which ones are likely to yield the best results. So we’re going to have to choose at random.” She looked around, but the others were just looking back, saying nothing.

      She explained. “We can visit each location one at a time and come back here in between. That way, none of us are gone for too long, and those of us who want to go can all have a turn.” Then her knowing smile came back. “That is, unless we find everything we could possibly want on the first try.”

      Several of the others caught the humor in Deeve’s words, and some of the tension that had been building drained away.

      Deeve nodded as if she had done that on purpose, and then continued. “I guess now all we need to figure out is who’s going on the first trip, and which target to choose. Maybe we can all think about that overnight, and come back to it in the morning.”

      Each of us knew that phrases like ‘night’ and ‘morning’ had little relevance on this world, but we all knew what she meant. The others all began talking again, and this time, there was a sense of agreement more than anything else.

      But as the others started to drift away to their huts, there was one more argument that needed to be resolved.

      Uma and Deeve stood facing off against one another again.

      “It’s my turn,” Deeve was saying, one eyebrow raised. But Uma shook her head.

      “No, it isn’t. It would have been your turn if I’d gone with Adam on his mapping expedition. But he went with Jayloo instead.”

      “But we agreed that he would be mine the first night he returned. He has returned. Therefore, he is mine.”

      It was clear to everyone still present what they were talking about. Even Zara, who was looking back and forth between the two, the solidly built Commander and the tall, more athletic Deeve, with open curiosity, flicking me a glance every now and again as well.

      Kia looked as if she wanted to say something, and I was acutely aware that if they were going by turns, then she had a claim on me as well. But I didn’t want to see any of them fight.

      “I have a solution,” I said.

      Uma and Deeve both turned toward me, although I could see that they were both sticking very much to their guns.

      “What would that be?” Uma asked.

      I looked each of them in the eye. “It doesn’t have to be one or the other.”

      The suggestion seemed to take them both off guard. Uma stared at me for a moment, then looked to Deeve, who was looking the Commander up and down with an interested expression.

      “I’m keen if you are,” she suggested, and Uma seemed to consider her words.

      I waited, figuring that no matter the outcome, I was likely to get less actual sleep than I might otherwise prefer.

      But before Uma could come to a decision one way or the other, Jayloo joined in the conversation.

      “No!” she said, and all eyes turned toward her. With her cheeks burning bright red, she glared at Uma, Deeve, and at me, even though, as far as I could tell, none of us had done anything to her.

      To my surprise, I saw that Sydney was trying her best to stifle a laugh.

      “None of you get to have him tonight! I went out on the mapping expedition with a purpose! And that purpose was to fuck him until he went blind! Instead, we almost ended up getting squashed by Zara’s shuttle, and we spent the rest of the trip just staying alive! So you don’t get him tonight, Deeve, and neither do you, Uma! I do! Do any of you have a problem with that?”

      It was quite a performance, and by the end of it, Sydney wasn’t the only one stifling a laugh. I was as well, although I was doing my level best not to let anyone see.

      Both Uma and Deeve were taking Jayloo seriously. The Commander turned to me.

      “What are your thoughts?” she asked.

      I took a moment to make sure I had my laughter under control. “She has a point,” I said.

      Cursing under her breath was more Jayloo’s thing than Deeve’s, but in this instance, their roles were reversed. The athletic woman turned and stalked away, her disappointment clear.

      “Although it does look like I might have some making up to do with Deeve later.”

      “Not just her,” Uma said. “With me as well.”

      There wasn’t any anger in her voice. Just an acknowledgement that that’s how things were. With a sigh, she also turned away.

      Jayloo’s cheeks were still burning, but when she realized she had got her way, she burst out into a broad grin. Then she spent a moment talking with Sydney before stepping toward me and holding out her hand.

      “You’d better be all you’re cracked up to be,” she said.

      At this, I finally let out my laughter. But I accepted her hand, and together, we headed to the hut I had been using. “You can decide for yourself if I am or not,” I said.
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      Jayloo ducked eagerly inside my hut, with me hot on her heels, then paused to let her eyes adjust to the dim light. She stood close to the makeshift cot, built out of canvas to be big enough for me and whomever I was with, resting against the wall. I’d also claimed one of the smaller containers from the transport for water, and there was a small gathering of other supplies nearby.

      My augmented eyes let me see without any issues, so I used this opportunity to study the girl while she got her bearings.

      Jayloo was sexy in the crazy-ex-you-probably-should-stay-away-from kind of way. Even clothed, I could glimpse every lean curve on her body. The way her pants hugged her hips and ass like a second skin. I marveled at her trim waist and the supple, curved line where her neck met her shoulder, and was looking forward to finding out how she might taste.

      “Adam?” She turned to face me, tantalizing glimpses of skin visible through the tattered white shirt she wore. I could just see the edge of one of the nipple rings, and I watched her eyes as they searched for my outline in the dark. She bit her lip even as she reached out for me, hesitated, then brought her arms in front of her in a way that suggested both nervousness and excitement.

      Realizing she still couldn’t see clearly, a mischievous smile touched my lips. I kept silent while I closed the distance between us, knowing that her lack of sight would heighten every sense.

      When I stood directly in front of her, I bent down until my mouth was next to her ear. I was close enough that if I moved forward the barest of inches, we would touch.

      “I’m right here, Jayloo.”

      At the same time, I reached for her hips and tugged her against me. She let out something between a yelp and a moan at the sudden, unexpected contact. But her surprise lasted only a moment. She arched her back and twined her arms around my neck as if my body were the only thing holding her upright.

      The carnal sound combined with her closeness had me standing at attention, and I could have pushed her down on the floor to ravish her then and there.

      But I ignored my own eagerness. She wanted me to impress her. I could do that.

      Light as a feather, I ran my fingers through her purple hair. I found the sweet spot—the place at the base of the skull where all women loved to have their hair pulled—and tugged hard enough to tip her head back. Her exposed neck was mine for the taking. I kissed, licked, and nipped the supple flesh. The taste of her skin was intoxicating, like sunlight itself, with a hint of salty undertone.

      Jayloo gasped, her breathing beginning to quicken.

      “I can tell you’re getting turned on,” I rumbled against her skin.

      “S-so what if I am?” Her voice was unsteady, but it was still a challenge, so I answered it in the best way I knew how.

      “So, this,” I said. I pulled her shirt up and over her head, moving deliberately, not really giving her an option. But she didn’t complain, and leaned in as I tugged her pants down as well, until she was standing in only her underwear dotted with purple and black polka dotted skulls. Those, too, were off in a flash.

      Oh, how badly I wanted to put my mouth between her thighs. But I needed to warm her up a little more first. I made quick work of my own clothes, kicking them out of the way as I stood back up and claimed her lips.

      There was no gentleness now. I couldn’t hold my animalistic need for her. Our breath mingled in hot puffs as I sucked on her lower lip and entwined my tongue with hers. With expert precision, I backed her up to the cot. It wasn’t the most comfortable bed ever made, but it was sturdy enough, only sinking marginally under our weight as I lowered her down and scooted in close beside her.

      My hands never left her body. I explored all her curves with first my fingers and then my mouth, paying extra attention to her pink nipples with those sexy piercings I’d forever wanted to tease.

      Within minutes, she was bucking her hips wildly beneath me. A light sweat peppered her forehead as she thrashed and moaned. Her whole body was shaking with need. I pinned her arms above her head as I toyed with first one nipple, then the other, only stopping when both pebbled to perfection.

      “More,” she hissed, then pressed her lips tight together.

      “More?” I questioned, knowing full well she was completely drenched and ready for me. “You’re sure? I’m just getting started.”

      A high-pitched whine ripped from her throat as I gave her the barest taste of my smooth, long cock, rubbing it once against her soaking pink pussy. I pushed just the tip inside of her, a dangerous action that nearly undid us both, and she cried out in pleasure.

      Jayloo’s entrance was so soft, so wet, so tight. Her body was clenching the tip of my member so hard that I wondered for a moment if I could even pull myself out. Not that I wanted to. The sensation of her insides squeezing me was beyond words.

      “Jesus fuck,” Jayloo shuddered.

      That was my cue. I pulled out, fighting the urge to thrust hard and fast into her.

      “Oh, God. Wait. Adam, please. Fuck. I need you.”

      “Well, since you asked so nicely. I think I can accommodate you. But it’s not quite time for the main event.” I released her arms, making my intentions clear as I began kissing my way down her chest and stomach.

      Swiftly, her hands went to my head, eagerly pushing me south. I could feel her desperation to have me where she needed me most. I chuckled and obliged the lady, dragging my tongue down the last bit of flat stomach and into the warm juncture of neat curls between her thighs.

      Kissing her thighs, each in turn, I took in the faint musk of her and let out an involuntary noise in my throat. I didn’t know how much longer I could wait. The difficult, stubborn woman was as beautiful in her own way as Deeve, as Uma, and all the others. She was so soft and inviting. In truth, she was completely ready for me, but I still wanted to tease her a bit more.

      I got into position and darted my tongue out to lick her hot pussy. She tasted sweet and pure, but the sounds she was making with her mouth were absolutely filthy. Not to mention loud. The high-pitched moans and breathless gasps and curses echoed throughout the hut, and I was sure everyone else in the village could hear her.

      And fuck me if that knowledge didn’t super-heat my blood. I loved that the other girls might be listening in. It felt taboo and wrong, but also right and good at the same time.

      Slipping my hands under her ass and pulling Jayloo closer to me, I began to play in earnest, seeking to bring her to the very edge. She settled her legs over my shoulders, and her thighs, both hard with muscle and supple softness at the same time, locked around my head in such a way that would crush me to her. I reveled in her pleasure as her voice grew higher and higher.

      When I felt that her entire body was on the verge of shattering beneath me, I untangled myself, replacing my tongue with my finger as I flipped her over. Her round ass jiggling as she squirmed, humping herself on my hand, was my undoing. With a fierce guttural noise from my chest, I finally allowed myself to slide into her.

      I took care to go slowly. Inch by inch, so she could adjust to me. But even so, I heard her whimper in a way that suggested she was overly full.

      “Are you okay,” I gasped out.

      “It’s huge. Give me a moment. I’ll adjust.”

      Setting my jaw, I forced myself to pull out and push back in at an agonizingly slow pace, even though all I wanted to do was go wild.

      She panted and gasped, then, after a few moments, she relaxed all at once. “Jesus. Yes, Adam. Fuck,” she said as I picked up pace. “Fuck me, please. Oh fuck, I’m almost there.”

      That was all the permission I needed. I felt like a god as she writhed below me, feral and crazy with lust. After a moment to watch her body bounce and jiggle in just the right places, I sat her up against my thighs in a position that would allow me the deepest access to her.

      While using one hand to circle her pussy, I took control of her body’s rhythm by using the other hand to grasp a handful of her breast and sink her as deep as she would go onto my cock.

      In that way, we moved together, our rhythm growing faster and faster, Jayloo becoming increasingly feral, writhing and moaning beneath me until we passed her point of true pleasure.

      She screamed, and her entire body convulsed with her orgasm. I slammed into her again and again, hard, fast, and without mercy, my own body seeking its rapture.

      The build was quick for me. Jayloo hadn’t come down from her high, moaning and screaming my name again and again. I couldn’t stop myself from curling into her, pressing her tighter against me as her pussy compressed my hard cock with her release.

      “Fuck, Jayloo,” I breathed, adding my voice to hers. “I’m going to—”

      I didn’t get a chance to finish my sentence. In one smooth motion, she slammed herself hard onto me, taking my full length. It tipped me off the ledge I’d been seeking, and like the purple-haired minx, I roared my release, filling her up with everything I had to offer.

      As one, we collapsed onto the sturdy cot, staying connected until the very last of our shudders had ebbed away into nothing. She turned in my arms. I kissed her forehead, and she used my chest as a pillow as she caught her breath.

      “I can see now that the others weren’t just blowing smoke up your chimney,” Jayloo mused breathlessly. “I’ve never had an orgasm more intense in my life!”

      I smiled to myself, but I didn’t respond to her directly. I’d been focusing on just her and me for the longest time that I’d tuned out everything that was happening outside the hut. But now, sounds from outside began to filter back in.

      It seemed that the others had indeed been able to hear what Jayloo and I had been up to. They must have gathered around my hut, because in response to our big finale, we could both hear a round of applause, mixed in with vocal cheers and whistles.

      When Jayloo heard it, I felt her go rigid against me.

      “Oh my god,” she said, mortification clear in her voice.

      But my reaction was different. I couldn’t help it.

      I just had to laugh.
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      Jayloo didn’t stay with me throughout the night. Instead, she waited until it sounded like the others had gone, and then gathered her clothes. But she lingered at the door for a moment, just looking at me, and I could clearly see the self-satisfied smile she wore.

      Then she was gone, leaving me to drift off into a calm, restful slumber that lasted just a short time.

      Until I sensed that I was no longer alone.

      The transition from sleep to wakefulness was instant. I’d spent too much time on dangerous worlds for anything else. In less than a heartbeat, my eyes were open and enough adrenaline had started to pump that I could take whatever action was needed.

      But I wasn’t under attack. No dangerous predator had worked its way past the protection of the blue-flowered plant to confront me in my hut.

      Nor was it Jayloo, back for round two or just to feel the warmth of my body as she slept.

      Instead, Kia stood beside my makeshift canvas cot in the gloom of the hut. The psychic woman seemed uncertain and determined at the same time.

      I smiled up at her in the gloom, but otherwise didn’t change my position. “Kia,” I said, and the sound of her own name was enough to startle her just a little. “Why are you here?” I asked.

      In my mind, I was wondering if she had come to me for no other reason than to share my company. If so, then I wasn’t about to object. Of the women who had survived the crash with me, Kia had been the first I’d had sex with. But since then, she had been comparatively hesitant to seek me out for her pleasure, largely leaving me for Uma and Deeve.

      Perhaps this was her way of addressing the imbalance.

      The big-eyed woman hesitated for another moment. Then, “You have to take me with you,” she blurted all at once.

      That wasn’t at all what I had expected to hear. I sat up and swung my legs off the edge of the cot, and patted the spot beside me as an invitation.

      “Why don’t you sit down and tell me what you mean.”

      Kia seemed to relax a little, and did as I had suggested. Of all the women, Kia was the most delicately put together. She was perhaps even less physically capable than Jayloo, but that didn’t mean she was unwilling. Throughout our entire journey from the crash site to the village, she hadn’t uttered a word of complaint.

      “I know I’m not your first choice of companion,” she said, and I wasn’t completely sure if she meant from an exploration point of view, or something else completely.

      But she clarified quickly enough. “Uma and Deeve—both of them are more capable than me. Even Sydney, if her leg was fully healed.” I noticed she didn’t mention Jayloo at all. “They’re all stronger than me. Uma and Deeve could have been born for this, and if you need any help fighting monsters, they would be your first options. But there are things I can do that nobody else can. I need to go with you. And you need me to come along.”

      I could see her clearly, but I wasn’t sure that she could see me as easily. The canvas curtain that hung over the door blocked out much of the light that seeped in through the jungle canopy. And while her eyes were larger than most, courtesy, perhaps, of the alien DNA in her genes, that didn’t necessarily mean much.

      I smiled at her and started to respond, but she jumped in again.

      “I won’t slow you down, I promise,” she said. “And I’ll do my share of the work. I can carry a spear just as well is anyone else, and if we find anything useful, I’ll do whatever I can to help bring it back.”

      It sounded as if she intended to continue, to forestall any objection I might want to make. But before she could, I held up a hand to get her to pause.

      “Kia, have you sensed something?” I asked.

      The psychic woman seemed to hesitate. “No. Yes. Maybe,” she said. She shook her head. “It isn’t as clear as that. It’s more like a feeling. Like, I can’t say that something bad might happen if I stay or go.” Her expression grew more determined. “But I can’t help but think it would be better if I came along.”

      Kia’s uncertain ability to sense potential dangers had already proven very useful, both to me personally and to the group as a whole. Uma unfailingly sought Kia’s opinion to help her decide any course of action, and I saw no reason not to do the same thing.

      “That’s all you needed to say,” I said. “Of course you can come with me, and whoever else goes along. But even if you had no sense of the future one way or the other, I’d still be happy to have you with me. I enjoy your company at least as much as I enjoy that of the others.”

      Kia seemed surprised at my words, but from my perspective, they were the simple truth. Deeve and Uma each had their appeal, that much was true. Jayloo was harder work, and I couldn’t really claim to know Sydney as well as I did the others.

      But to me, Kia’s otherworldly, ethereal calm and complete lack of expectations was relaxing. Being with her was like a balm for my soul.

      The psychic woman ventured a smile, but I could see that she wasn’t yet done. So I lapsed into silence and waited for her to continue.

      “Thank you for saying that,” she said. “But there’s one more thing.”

      I gestured for her to continue. Still, she seemed hesitant, as if she thought that I wouldn’t want to hear what she had to say.

      I waited her out.

      “I think we should head to a particular point first. Not the closest target that the device shows. The second one. The one a little farther away.”

      I digested this piece of news.

      “You sense this?” I asked her.

      This time, there was no hesitancy in her response. “I do.”

      “And you feel it strongly?”

      “Not as strongly as other times. But yes.”

      I nodded. “Then that is what we will do,” I said.

      Once she had delivered her message and seen that it had been received, Kia relaxed. But if I thought she would take her leave as Jayloo had done and return to the hut she had picked out for herself, then I was mistaken.

      It turned out that she had no intention of leaving me all by myself. Instead, she shrugged out of her light, flowing skirt and top, and made it quite clear that she had had a secondary motivation for interrupting my sleep.

      I had no desire to turn her down, and found myself enjoying her company as thoroughly as I could so soon after Jayloo had left me.

      Unlike the purple-haired woman, Kia was well practiced at keeping the volume of our activities quiet. When we were done, there was no round of spontaneous applause.

      The psychic woman just snuggled close to me, sharing my makeshift cot, and was quickly asleep.
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      The next morning, if there was anything that resembled morning on this non-rotating world, I gathered a spear and one of the blades that resembled a machete, and plucked a small amount of the protective plant. After a quick word with the girls to let them know what I was doing, I left the confines of the village.

      We still had a supply of rations from the ship, and there was a small quantity of meat remaining from my last kill. That, combined with an almost unlimited supply of various tropical fruits, should have meant that whoever remained in the village would be fine for the few days I would be away.

      But I strongly preferred to work with certainty, and “should” didn’t quite cut it. I intended to come back with more than enough meat to keep everyone happy.

      All the girls and I had a general rule that we would travel in pairs. This world was dangerous, and doing so just made good, practical sense.

      But hunting was different. I needed to be able to move swiftly and quietly, and not even Deeve could keep up with me when I was on the scent of one of the fleet-footed herbivores that we’d learned had the best tasting meat.

      And besides, the protection offered by the plant’s aroma could only do so much. A fresh kill could attract predators from miles around, and there was no way I intended to put anyone but me in that sort of danger.

      Fortunately, the jungle was teeming with wildlife. I seldom had to venture very far away from the village before I spotted my potential quarry.

      This proved to be the case once again. I had traveled barely ten minutes away when I saw a small herd of deer-like plant eaters munching away at the undergrowth.

      These creatures were as timid as their equivalents on old Earth, and they had good reason for being so. For them, death waited around every corner, and they were alert for any sign that it was coming.

      In among the trees, there was little wind, and the ongoing drizzle dampened down any scent I may have given off. Even so, I crouched down low behind a wide bush and watched my targets carefully.

      But I wasn’t looking for an opportunity to strike. Not immediately. I was making sure, first of all, that they couldn’t detect the protective plant I carried with me, and I was also looking for other predators.

      One of the first times I had hunted on this world, I’d made that mistake. I had found a likely target, a camouflaged creature whose camouflage wasn’t quite good enough, and had thrown my spear at it from a distance.

      My cast had been true, and the beast had let go of the branch it had been clinging to, to crash to the forest floor.

      But before I could claim my prize, three large, batlike things had dropped from the canopy. They had ripped my kill to pieces within a matter of seconds, and lifted those pieces into the air, leaving me with nothing.

      While that was a better outcome than if the bat-things had focused their attention my way, it was still far from ideal.

      It wasn’t my job to ensure that the creatures of the forest were fed. And I had no intention of experiencing that sort of disappointment again.

      When I was sure that I had at least even odds of being able to collect my kill, I moved far enough away from my cover that I had a clear view of my target.

      The deer-like things looked up, stamped their hooves, and snorted, but with no greater concern than they usually showed.

      Confident now, I drew my arm back, choosing a well-muscled deer-thing that stood a little closer to me than some of the others.

      Then I took two quick steps forward and unleashed, hurling my spear with all of the strength and accuracy I could muster.

      The deer-creatures all startled, but my aim was true, and they didn’t quite understand the danger. The tip of my spear, a sharpened shard of metal taken from the crash, pierced my target at the juncture between its shoulder and neck.

      In a way that was completely unlike any deer I’d ever known, it uttered an ear-piercing shriek, and all of the other herd members turned to face outward, repeating the screech and unfurling their purple and orange neck frills that had remained hidden until then.

      It was an impressive display, and might have served to deter a smaller predator. But I had already withdrawn my machete and was charging toward them, yelling at the top of my lungs and hoping that their nerve would break before mine did.

      When the scent of the jungle repellent plant hit their nostrils, their nerves gave out. The screams became tinged with panic, and almost as one, all of the deer-things turned and leaped through the jungle, leaving their stricken herd mate behind.

      That poor creature struggled to rise even with the spear still in its neck. Its screaming had turned into terrified bleating, and I could see the fear in its eyes as I approached. But if it thought to join its herd mates, then it lacked the strength to do so. The best it could manage was a feeble kicking of the earth around it.

      I didn’t hesitate. I took my oversized knife and ended the creature’s suffering. Then I slung it over my shoulders, gathered up my weapons, and made my way back to the village, keeping an eye out for anything that might have been attracted by the scent of death.
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      Uma approached me as I was butchering the deer-thing near the fire. I intended to store the meat in the hut that we had begun using for that purpose, and throw the offal into the fire.

      “How long will you be gone this time?” the Commander asked without preamble. She looked a little tired, and I gathered that she had been on watch while the others had slept.

      I couldn’t help but approve. The whole point of my next trip was because the protection offered by the plant wasn’t complete. Standing watch was therefore a logical precaution.

      “Four, maybe five days. Depending on how difficult the terrain is, and what challenges we might come across on the way.”

      “We?” Uma asked.

      I nodded. “Kia wants to come along with me. In truth, I’d like one or two more sets of hands as well. If we should happen to find something useful, I would like to be in a position to actually bring it back.”

      Uma furrowed her brow, and I could almost see her thinking. But before she could offer to go with me, I shook my head.

      “Someone needs to stay here,” I said. “Someone capable. Someone who is able to get things done.”

      The muscular woman offered me a smile. Yet she didn’t argue. Instead, she nodded, as if what I’d said reflected her own thoughts. “And what would you have this someone do?” she asked.

      We’d spoken about it in general before. But she was asking for something more specific.

      I gestured toward the fire. Ever since we had moved into the village, the girls and I had kept the fire burning, gathering branches from nearby and keeping them in one of the huts to dry. It was a decent fire, which we used for cooking and warmth, and just providing a sense of comfort.

      But it might also act as a deterrent to the local wildlife, if it wasn’t positioned so close to the center of the village.

      “I’m thinking that if we set a series of smaller fires around the perimeter, that might scare off a would-be predator or two even if the plant’s aroma should fail.”

      Uma nodded. “And maybe we could create some sort of traps as well, to discourage anything that gets too curious anyway,” she said.

      Again, I had to nod in approval. I didn’t know exactly what Uma had in mind when she said “trap,” but she was already thinking in the right direction.

      “But that’s never going to be enough,” the Commander said, and I knew she was right. “Not on this world.”

      “Anything will help,” I said. “We’ve still got the plant taking care of most of our protection. If we’ve got the fires around the perimeter as well, and your traps, that gives us three chances to stop anything coming our way. But even then, that’s just the start. We could build walls, and turn our little village into some kind of a fortress. And who knows, maybe I will bring back enough energy weapons for everyone to use, or a portable shield generator that would allow us to withstand an assault by all of the monsters this world can throw at us without any problems.”

      It was enough to elicit a smile from the woman, but she no doubt knew as well as I did that the chances of stumbling across such a treasure were slim.

      The two of us talked some more as I continued to work, and as we did, some of the others wandered over. Soon, everyone except Tess was there, and I wondered how the medic was doing. I hadn’t seen the injured newcomer since we’d brought her into the village, but figured she must be doing okay or someone would have said something.

      It was clear that everyone had taken on board the things that had been said earlier.

      The safety we were currently enjoying was an illusion. We had to make it more real if we wanted to survive in the jungle.

      I was finished with my work, so I stepped toward the water feature, the series of interconnected ponds and fountains that the original inhabitants of the village had built. I washed my hands as thoroughly as I could, then turned back to the girls.

      “So,” I said. “Kia is coming with me. Who else?”

      Deeve responded as I had known she would. “Me!” she said, with an expression that dared me to defy her.

      I had no intention of doing so. Her athleticism would be valuable on such a journey. She could move through the trees almost as easily as I could, and if it came to it, she would prove useful in a fight.

      “Good,” I said. I turned my gaze to Jayloo, but the purple-haired woman shook her head with as much enthusiasm as Deeve had volunteered.

      “Not me,” she said. “Last time I went anywhere with you, a fucking shuttle damn near landed on my head. I’m staying here!”

      Sydney, however, seemed uncertain. “I’d like to go. I feel like I’ve done nothing since we got here. I want to do my part.”

      I looked down at her leg, where the bandage covering the injury she had received on the way here was still in place. She saw the direction of my focus, and sought to reassure me.

      “It’s much better now. I can walk on it with ease.”

      I nodded. I knew that she could. She was barely limping at all anymore. “But could you walk on it for eight or ten hours straight? Through the jungle, clambering over roots, up and down hills, and anything else we might come across?”

      The environmentalist’s expression grew less certain, and that was the only answer I needed. “I’m going to have to ask you to stay here with Uma and Jayloo,” I said. “At least until you get your strength back completely.”

      Sydney looked a little disappointed, but Jayloo seemed happy that the two of them would be in the same place.

      I would have liked to bring Sydney with us. The extra pair of hands would have been useful. But it looked like the three of us would have to do.

      “I’d like to come along,” Zara said unexpectedly. She looked around and saw that everyone had turned to look toward her.

      “If it’s okay to leave Tess in your care,” she added. Then she offered a shrug and a ghost of a smile. “I’m not much of a nurse anyway,” she said. “That was always my brother’s thing. And … and having something to do will help me take my mind off things.”

      I glanced at Uma, just to make sure the Commander was happy, and she gave me a nod.

      “Okay, then. Grab your knives, spears, or whatever you are comfortable with. We’ll take some of this meat, and a few tools that might help when we get to where we’re going. And make sure to take a healthy clump of the plant. It’s still the best protection he have against the predators of this place.”
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      Along with the ponchos, the girls had made a few satchels with some of the canvas we had salvaged. While not as practical as a backpack, the satchels were handy. I slipped one over my shoulder and filled it with anything I could think of that could be useful.

      A length of cable stripped from the transport that we had used as a rope ever since. The plasma cutter, which I thought might be good for lighting fires but probably wasn’t up to the task of cutting a hole through a downed spaceship, and a few other odds and ends.

      I took a chunk of the last of the cooked meat we had, reasoning that it would be easier for those in the village to cook the latest kill than it would be for us. And I made sure to take the machete, cleaned now after my butchery work, and my reliable club with the spike at the end.

      Save for the device salvaged from Zara’s shuttle, I was ready to go, so I headed back to where the others had gathered at the edge of the village to pluck a few sections from the plant that kept us alive.

      As I tucked the bits of plant, complete with blue flowers, into the pockets of my poncho, I realized that all was not harmonious with the girls.

      Uma was facing off against Zara, with the others all looking on. Zara had been given a poncho and satchel as well, but she was also gripping her energy rifle, and glaring back at Uma with a determined expression.

      “It’s mine,” she said. “It came from my ship, and if I hadn’t had it, likely I would already be dead. And besides, it’s us who will be in the greatest danger. I don’t want to have to face the monsters of this place without some sort of weapon.”

      Uma’s expression was flat and unyielding. “It’s the only modern weapon we have,” she said. “If the protection offered by the plant fails, how are we going to protect the village? How are we going to keep your friend safe?”

      Zara shook her head. “The same way you’ve been doing until now. With spears and knives. We’ll be out in the open. I’m taking it.”

      I thought Uma would put her foot down, relying on the authority she possessed as the Commander of the transport. Instead, she flipped a glance my way and offered the dark-skinned woman a smile.

      “You already have the most powerful weapon we have with you,” she said. “Why would you want the energy rifle as well?”

      Zara looked momentarily confused, but Deeve and Kia both caught Uma’s meaning. Deeve laughed out loud and explained what the Commander meant.

      “She means we’ll have Adam with us. He’s better than any energy weapon. And he never seems to need to recharge.”

      Zara still wasn’t convinced. She turned to me with a puzzled expression on her face. Surprisingly, it was Jayloo who offered the most persuasive argument.

      “You’ve seen what he can do,” she said. “Even with your energy rifle, you were pinned down by those creatures. If Adam hadn’t been there, if he hadn’t done what he did, do you really think you would have walked out of there alive?”

      The determination was fading from Zara’s expression. I judged that she was nearly persuaded, and gave a final nudge.

      “If we’re going to survive on this world, we need to act together. That means that your energy rifle has to stay with whoever needs it the most. And in this case, that’s with Uma, Jayloo, Sydney, and Tess. Because Uma is right. If something gets through the barrier created by the plants, unlike us, they can’t run and hide. Not with Tess the way she is. So the only option would be to fight.”

      I looked at her closely, then asked a question. “Do you really want to be responsible for the death of your friend?”

      With a look of anguish, Zara acquiesced. She handed the energy rifle to Uma, then turned and stalked away, creating a bit of space between herself and the others.

      Uma looked at me and gave me another half-smile.

      “Cold and calculating,” she said, just loudly enough for those closest to hear.

      I shook my head even as the others laughed at Uma’s words. She had accused me of that before, but this time, she said it more as a joke.

      “If everyone is ready, it’s time to go,” I said. Then I raised my voice. “Zara, do you have your device? Can you bring up the map so we can see where we are heading?”
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      We made our way steadily through the jungle. If I had been by myself, I would have set a faster pace. But while Deeve was in her element, moving fluidly between the trees, over rocks and around undergrowth as if she was born to it, flowing as smoothly as a wild creature herself, the other two were not as naturally gifted.

      Kia was doing her best, and seemed to be watching Deeve as if trying to gain insight on how to best manage the terrain. She carried a spear in one hand, using it as an extra option for support when needed. And in truth, she was doing much better than Jayloo had done when the purple-haired woman had come with me on our earlier expedition.

      Zara lacked much of Deeve’s natural grace, but she made up with for it in determination. She also carried a spear, as did Deeve herself, but her use of it was quite different.

      The dark-skinned woman held it in both hands and scanned the jungle floor closely as we traveled.

      Perhaps she had already been startled by some of the local wildlife. While our wildlife repellent plants did a good job in general, some of the things we might have sought to avoid moved more slowly than others.

      There were slug things, ranging from black through to a bright, luminous orange, that seemed to dislike the plant’s aroma as much as anything else, but were so slow to move that we stepped around them more often than not.

      There were things that my sensors told me were fungi rather than animals, the types of things that extended pseudopods toward their prey and swarmed around them. These didn’t like the plants we carried either, yet many of them were anchored in place.

      And then there were the fliers. Different types, different sizes, filled with noise and color or shadowy blackness, or a combination of the two depending on whether their wings were unfurled or not.

      Many of these were predators as well, and some of them looked at us as potential easy meals, closing the distance between us before veering away at the last moment when they sensed the plant’s aroma.

      At each encounter with one of these, or the other creatures the jungle presented, Zara flinched. Sometimes she cursed under her breath, but not with the same regularity that Jayloo employed. More often than not, she would bring her spear about, thrusting it in the direction of the slug, the fungus, or the flier, as if she didn’t quite trust the plant to do its work.

      This protective methodology didn’t exactly slow her down, but it did seem to divide her focus. With her attention on all the things that frightened her, she wasn’t watching the terrain as closely as she might.

      More than once, within the first few minutes, she caught a foot on a root or a rock and stumbled.

      The third time she did this, I knew I had to say something.

      “Try to relax. Trust in the plants. The protection they offer works. And if you keep thrusting that thing at everything that comes close, you’ll wear yourself out or accidentally stick one of us. Keep your eyes on the path in front of you, at least until you get a better sense of the rhythm.”

      She turned a glare that was almost angry my way. “Rhythm? What the hell are you talking about?”

      I had to smile. “Walking through a place like this, you can fight it every step of the way if you like. That’s what you’ve been doing. Or you can go with it. You can try to learn how it’s all put together. It has a rhythm, just like everything else. If you don’t believe me, watch Deeve. She gets it. She barely looks at her feet at all, and yet she never trips up.”

      It was clear that the newest addition to our group still didn’t quite understand what I meant. Yet she did focus more of her attention on what Deeve was doing, and after a few minutes, she started to relax.

      I heard her mutter the word rhythm under her breath more than once, and she shook her head every time she did. But I knew I was right, just as I knew I hadn’t really explained it very well.

      There was a way of walking that worked better on the sands of the wasteland we had traversed, just as there was another way of walking that worked best when sliding down a wall of scree.

      Walking in the jungle meant being aware of your surroundings, but the way Zara had been doing it was just wrong. It was like she was out of sync, whereas Deeve was not.

      And, as time passed, the dark-skinned woman seemed to get it as well. She still held her spear as a weapon, but instead of gripping it tightly, she let go with one hand or another if it made sense to do so. Instead of doing her best to look everywhere at once, her head jerking back and forth with every step, she relaxed to the point where I caught her humming a tune.

      And it worked. She stopped stumbling, and seemed to have less difficulty keeping up with the others.

      At this, I nodded to myself, confident that Zara would not slow us down unduly.

      We walked.

      Deeve seemed to be enjoying herself, pointing out bushes covered in brightly colored blossoms, playing with a type of plant she had discovered early on that actively moved away from her touch, almost laughing out of sheer exuberance.

      She was a pleasure to watch, even if she was more erratic than the others, dancing left or right as her whims took her. Kia seemed to catch the mood as well, drifting along in the athletic woman’s wake as if they were connected by magnets.

      Even though Zara seemed to catch the trick of it, she still acted as if she was on a mission. Like she had a job to do, and that fun wasn’t part of her makeup.

      “Does it ever stop raining?” I heard her ask, and even though it sounded rhetorical, I gave her an answer.

      “Not in this part of the world. There is a band of green that, if I had to guess, circles the whole world, and I would be surprised if it ever stopped raining within that band.”

      “Well, I guess it’s good that I’m wearing practical boots,” she said.

      I had to laugh at the comment, but she was very right indeed. I had been fortunate enough to be wearing similarly practical boots for the trip as well, and if Deeve and Kia’s footwear was lighter, perhaps not quite as well-suited for the terrain, then at least they weren’t sparkly high heels designed for a night out on the town.

      At the same time, it seemed that the jungle floor was getting progressively wetter. More often than not, my heavy feet were starting to sink into the mud, and not even Deeve was immune to this new challenge.

      “Watch where you walk,” I said out loud, and the others made noises of agreement.

      We kept walking. Every so often I checked Zara’s device to make sure we were still on track. But my sense of direction was very good, and I was building a decent understanding of this part of the world as it was. I didn’t get disoriented easily, and was able to keep us on track without any real issues.

      We were traveling approximately parallel to the edge of the jungle, perhaps just a little deeper in than back at our base. If the target we were aiming toward had been closer to the wasteland, I might have suggested we leave the jungle completely and head back in when it made sense to do so. As it was, I figured that would simply add more time and distance to our journey for no real gain.

      It made more sense to continue as we had begun, maintaining as direct a route to our target as we could.

      Just like during our journey across the wastelands, we took regular breaks. This time, we looked for sheltered places to rest. Beneath oversized plant leaves that guided the incessant drizzle away. In the base of large, hollowed-out trees. And beneath rocky overhangs when we could find them.

      During these breaks, we would eat, drink, and talk a little, with Zara finding out more about her new companions. At one point, she asked me point blank what I had done to earn the metal bands that still bound my wrists and ankles.

      Deeve and Kia had both heard the story before, and Kia seemed much more interested in watching a group of what could have been oversized butterflies flitter through the rain not far away.

      But Deeve focused her attention on me, curious about what I might say.

      We were a million light years away from anyone who might object to me responding with the honest truth, but I still found myself answering cautiously.

      Yet I went into more detail than I’d done last time this question had come up. “I learned something that could break the Company’s stranglehold on interstellar travel. And I was stupid enough not to keep my mouth sealed shut.”

      As I spoke, I couldn’t help but think of the circumstances that had brought us to this world. The Company’s most valued asset was the network of portals that made travel between worlds possible.

      Sure, we had technology that could propel a ship through space at close to the speed of light, and we had the ability to put passengers to sleep for as long as it took. But the gulf between worlds was enormous, and if it weren’t for that network of portals, the time it would take to cross that gulf would have been prohibitive.

      That singular truth was the source of the Company’s power and fortune. They hadn’t created the network, but it was theirs nevertheless, and that was all that mattered.

      And yet, the network, quite obviously, wasn’t perfect.

      If there was a flaw in the system, I couldn’t help but wonder if it was related to what I’d found out.

      “You learned something with that much power?” Zara asked, her tone midway between disbelief and amazement. “What is it? What did you find out?”

      I just shook my head. “If I knew for a fact that we would never escape from this world, I would tell you,” I said.

      At this, the dark-skinned woman gave a snort. “You think there’s any real chance of getting away from here?”

      It was another opportunity to spill my secret. Another opportunity I didn’t take. Instead, I shrugged my shoulders.

      “Maybe there is a ship down here not as badly damaged as yours or the one the rest of us came down on. Maybe a few repairs are all that would be needed to make it spaceworthy again.”

      We’d discussed this possibility before, and the engineer had dismissed it. But she was staring at me with a mixture of hope and disbelief on her face. “You really think that’s likely?” she asked.

      “There’s always a chance,” I said.

      In the same time, I was acutely aware that Kia was now looking my way. The psychic woman was nodding as if she agreed that such a thing was possible.

      Deeve had a different response. She had a complex expression on her face.

      “That would be amazing,” she said. “But also a little sad. I’m starting to like our life here in the jungle. It’s simple. No bullshit to deal with. Just day-to-day living as best as we can.”
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      Later, during a different break, Deeve decided that talking and eating wasn’t enough to keep her entertained. So she snuggled up beside me and began to play, running her fingers through my hair, weaving her hands beneath my poncho, and otherwise making it very clear that she was looking forward to a time when we could be alone.

      In fact, I wasn’t sure that she cared to wait even that long. Deeve wasn’t shy at all, and the rain had become heavier than it had been before. There was no opportunity for Zara and Kia to leave us to our own devices, so each sat on the flat stones we had positioned beneath the broad, flat branch that was keeping us dry, and Zara asked questions.

      “I’ve noticed that Adam is the only man among you,” she said.

      Deeve gave a laugh even as she pressed herself up against me and kissed the side of my jaw. “You’ve noticed that, have you?” she asked.

      “Yes. I thought maybe he and Jayloo were a couple, but from everything I’ve seen since, I don’t think that’s the case anymore.”

      At this, Deeve actually laughed. “Jayloo? Zara, you’ve only been here a little while, but if you had seen us when Adam first appeared in the desert—well, you would have come to a different conclusion.”

      I wrapped an arm around Deeve, but didn’t otherwise respond to the caresses or kisses. I wondered if maybe we should go off and find somewhere more private, even if it meant getting wet.

      “Really? Then what gives? How does it all work?”

      It was very clear what she meant by “it all.” It was also very clear that she was asking Kia and Deeve and not me, so I decided to let the girls answer.

      Deeve relaxed against me a little and drew a deep breath. But it was Kia who spoke first.

      “It isn’t anything formal,” she said. “It hasn’t really been discussed. But we’re here on this world, and Adam is Adam.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder exactly what Kia meant, but felt myself beginning to grin. At the same time, Deeve latched onto the psychic’s words as if they made perfect sense.

      “Exactly! We are here, and Adam is Adam.” She offered a half shrug. “How could anything else have happened? The only surprising part of it all is that Sydney has so far resisted his charms.”

      “Sydney?”

      “The short one. Sandy blond hair, with a bandage on her leg. She is sort of with Jayloo, and maybe that’s part of the answer. But even so, I thought she would have gone to him by now.”

      As if on cue, the psychic spoke up. “She will. I think that’s why she wanted to come along on this trip. Now that Jayloo has tried Adam out for herself, there’s no reason not to.”

      I was tempted to say something, but for the life of me, I couldn’t think what. So I just kept my mouth shut and enjoyed the feel of Deeve’s closeness.

      I felt Zara’s eyes on me, like hot little coals studying me closely.

      “What do you mean, Adam is Adam?” she asked, and if I had to put money on it, I would have said that her voice sounded slightly more husky than usual.

      Deeve noticed it as well. She laughed again. “Are you going to tell us you haven’t noticed for yourself?” she asked. She turned her attention back to me, and ran her hand through my hair once again. “Even if you haven’t, it’s just a matter of time,” Deeve said, still speaking to the engineer. “He’s a long way from shy. If you want to try him on for size, he’s not going to object.”

      I’d reached the limit of my endurance. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I’m right here,” I said.

      At this, Deeve chuckled again, and patted my cheek. “Of course you are. Where else would you be?”

      At the same time, I glanced over and saw that Zara’s hot eyes were still focused firmly on me.

      

      We spent the night, such as it was, ensconced in a large, comfortable nest wedged in the corner between the lowest branches of a large tree. We never saw the owner of the nest at all. Couldn’t have even guessed if it had been made by some sort of large bird or something else entirely. All we knew was that the nest included enough of a roof that it kept us dry, and a layer of soft, fluffy down that was more comfortable than anything any of us had slept on since our arrival in this world.

      “We should take some of this back to the village,” said Deeve as she luxuriated in the softness.

      While I agreed in theory, that wasn’t what we had begun this journey to do. But that didn’t mean we couldn’t seek out similar nests in the future.

      Kia and Zara were both exhausted from a long day of walking, and even though we still had our aromatic plants, it made sense to keep watch for any unforeseen danger.

      I positioned myself at the entrance of the nest with my feet dangling over the edge and settled myself in. But Deeve had other plans. She came up behind me and spoke quietly in my ear.

      “I’ve never done it in an oversized nest before,” she said, and that was enough.

      We tried to keep quiet, as we had done before, out in the wastelands. But somewhere within Deeve’s soul rested the desires of a born exhibitionist. She wasn’t as quiet as she had been before, and when we were done, I was sure that both Kia and Zara were awake.

      Still, neither of them chose to applaud, and soon enough, the three women had sunk back into sleep.

      I had half expected Deeve to take over the watch at some point, but to my surprise, it was Zara who tapped me on the shoulder and suggested I get some rest.

      I was grateful enough to do so. While I could last several days without sleep if I needed to, I very much preferred not to have to.
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      The next day was more of the same.

      Out in the wastes, when we had been hauling everything we could salvage across the open sand under the baking sun, we’d found ourselves facing regular challenges. Mostly, the challenges we faced came in the form of the creatures of this world.

      The wolf-things were first, with their teeth and their spines. Then the Lovecraftian horror that lived beneath the sand. Flying monsters had attacked just at the worst moment, when the girls and I were separated, and when we finally reached the jungle, the attacks had grown worse.

      But this time, the plants that we carried protected us. We even stumbled across a few wild bushes as well, and took the opportunity to replenish those that we carried, which were starting to wilt.

      From my point of view, these plants were precious, so we didn’t just throw the wilting bits away. Instead, we planted them close to those that were growing wild, doing what we could to give them the best chance to survive.

      I’d made a habit of doing the same whenever I returned from my mapping and hunting trips around the village. And so far, despite their mistreatment, most of the plants had survived.

      These plants had been good to us. They kept us safe in a land filled with dangers. I had no intention of treating them with disrespect.

      At the same time, we already knew that the protection offered by the plants was far from perfect.

      When the flowers on the plant wilted, the protection offered by their aroma began to fade. If they were sodden, the same thing could occur. And if the aroma was drowned out by something stronger, then the creatures normally repelled could weather the assault on their senses and continue the attack.

      It turned out that there was also an entire class of monsters against which the plants’ protection wasn’t enough.

      We’d walked another half a day, and according to Zara’s device, we were getting fairly close to a target. But the ground beneath our feet had become swampy, with large parts of it entirely under water, connected by patches of relatively dry land.

      None of us wanted to wade through the swamp, not without knowing what might be down there, and my sensors didn’t help. I could tell that the waters were teeming with life, and on the whole not great to drink, but what that life might have been was beyond what I could make out.

      Our progress slowed as we picked our way from solid land to fallen branch to floating island, and whatever else we could find to make our way.

      If anything, it seemed to grow hotter as well, with the noises and smells getting louder and stronger.

      Everywhere we looked, it was as if the trees were draped in different sorts of moss or fungi, and some of the flowering plants seemed to slowly move among one another, looking as if they were searching for a more favored spot.

      Of the animal life forms, we could see just as many as ever before, strange creatures moving through the trees, being blown about like jellyfish floating in the air, or staying out of sight, calling to each other in loud voices even as they splashed through the water.

      And then there were the water creatures.

      The first one I saw was sinuous, like a snake, perhaps thirty feet long and shining like an oil slick in the filtered sunlight.

      All at once, I knew that we could be in trouble. If the aroma of the plant we carried was our protection, then how would that work under water?

      “Keep your eyes open,” I said to the others. And if I needed the confirmation, Kia responded.

      “There is danger,” the psychic woman said.

      “Where?” I asked, but if I was expecting more detail than that, then I was to be disappointed.

      “I don’t know. But it’s close.”

      All we could do was keep going and keep our eyes peeled.

      “I could really do with my rifle about now,” Zara said, and I had to agree. But it was too late to second-guess a decision like that now, and besides, if we’d had the chance to go back, I would have made the same choice.

      Uma needed a way to protect the others. She couldn’t run and hide. And so far, we were just jumping at shadows, with the danger we were to face still hidden.
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      We were crossing a long, narrow floating island when the danger finally caught up with us. I was watching Kia out of the corner of my eye, just as I was keeping the others in view. But with the psychic, I wasn’t simply looking to keep her safe. I was watching for any clue that the danger was near.

      Between one footstep and the next, the ethereal woman faltered. Her eyes grew wide and she uttered a sound that was almost a word. “Oh.”

      That was all the warning I needed. Instantly, I stepped forward so that the others were behind me, my spike-ended club gripped in one hand, my machete held firm in the other. I scanned the area with all the senses I had, even flipping into infra-red and using my enhanced hearing and olfactory senses to their utmost.

      I focused most of my attention on the water, but didn’t ignore the trees all around.

      “What’s the matter?” Deeve asked from behind me. I knew without turning around that she had her knives at the ready as well, and that Zara had taken a defensive pose with her spear.

      At first, I couldn’t answer the athletic woman’s question beyond acknowledging Kia’s reaction. Then we all saw it at once.

      A questing tentacle, as black as the inside of a cave on a dark, moonless night. It had appeared at the edge of our floating island, extruding itself from the water, and seemed to be tasting the air around it, as if trying to sense if there was anything good nearby.

      I found myself wondering if the plant we carried might put the tentacle creature off despite Kia’s warning. Maybe monsters of the swamp were immune from its effects only until they poked their head out of the water and looked?

      Either way, the tentacle hovered around for just a few seconds before ducking back under the water.

      “That was it?” Zara asked. “That was the unnamed danger we were worried about?”

      Before any of us could reply, all hell broke loose.

      The water at the edge of our floating island seemed to erupt. It was like a geyser, throwing great swathes of the swamp itself into the air. Out of nowhere, a tentacle appeared that made the questing appendage we’d seen before look like a worm next to a full-grown anaconda.

      I cursed under my breath, already swinging my club as the tentacle twisted through the air to wrap itself around all four of us at once.

      I was beginning to get sick and tired of this world’s tendency to produce eldritch horrors like this, but had no time to voice a complaint. Instead, I swung my club and my machete even as the tentacle enclosed me in its rubbery grip and dragged all four of us into the water.

      I heard somebody screaming, but didn’t know who. My whole life had become chaos and confusion as the monster twisted us about. It was like being dragged into a washing machine on spin cycle, but then having the washing machine itself tumble about.

      One moment, I was under water, holding my breath, the next I was not, and I knew that this beast could be the end of us all.

      We were fighting against a single tentacle, if fighting was the correct word. So far, I’d managed to keep my arms free of its grip and had landed a single blow that had done little good. In the back of my mind, I knew that the washing machine tumble was designed to take all the fight out of this monster’s prey, like the death roll of the crocodile from old Earth.

      But I was damned if I intended to go down that easy.

      With my breath held against being dragged under again, I swung my club once again, burying the spiky end in this monster’s rubbery flesh. I knew even then that my club was the wrong weapon. As much as I hated to lose it, I let the club go so I could use two hands on my blade.

      As Zara had said, it would have been nice to have an energy weapon around. But it would have also been nice to have a full-length sword. A scimitar, maybe. Something with weight.

      I would have to make do with my machete.

      It wasn’t a fight full of finesse. There was little technique involved. I was caught in a coil of this monster’s tentacle, as were the girls. Even then, I could see them struggling, the tentacle coiled around each of them just as it was around me.

      I saw that Deeve was stabbing with her knives, and that the other two had lost their spears in the same way that I’d lost my club.

      Gritting my teeth, I hacked away at the flesh that gripped me, trying to ignore the pressure around my abdomen and hips. This thing, whatever it was, had too many options to kill. It could crush us with sheer strength. Could drown us. It didn’t need to go through the twisting motions that it was adding.

      Yet that was more than effective. I was being flung about, as were the girls, and it was hard to maintain focus on what I was doing. At different moments, I was upright, pointed sideways, half buried in the swamp, and I never knew from one moment to the next if I inhaled, whether I would draw in water or air.

      Holding my breath took that out of the equation, but already, my lungs were burning as I hacked away. The rubbery flesh of the tentacle was tough, but the edge of my blade, while not honed anywhere near as well as I might have liked, was jagged and sharp.

      I was opening great rents on the fleshy beast, spilling its dark blood into the water, ignoring the sting of it as if it were acid.

      From somewhere nearby, I could hear a keening sound, and I figured my efforts were having an impact.

      In my mind, I couldn’t help but think of this creature as being similar to another I had fought, a monster of the sandy wastes that had come up from below us in the tent. That monster had seemed to be almost sentient, attacking with as many tentacles as it felt it required, and it had proven quite resistant to my efforts.

      This monster was bigger. It was stronger. And it was a hundred times scarier.

      But I didn’t give up. I would never give up. Not when my life and the lives of my women were on the line.

      And I knew that it couldn’t hold on forever. Not with me carving great slices of its flesh away. Sooner or later, I would break through completely, severing this tendril from the rest, or it would have to withdraw.

      I gritted my teeth, snatched a quick gulp of fresh air when I could, and ignored the pain of its pressure against me as I continued to work.

      All of a sudden, another tendril joined the fight, and then a third.

      I wanted to swear, but I was still holding my breath, so I ignored the two newcomers and stabbed and sawed at the first one with all my strength.

      The monster was stubborn. It didn’t retreat. But there was a moment when my efforts bore fruit.

      The tendril was still connected, but I must have cut through whatever it used for nerves. Between one hack and the next, the thick, fleshy tentacle went from a ribbon of muscular strength to just flaccid.

      I kicked and squirmed my way out of its grip, and went to work on the others, floundering about in the shallow water, hacking and cursing for all I was worth.

      Nor was I the only one. Deeve was with me, her smaller knives flashing swiftly, not doing as much damage as my larger machete, but still taking their price.

      The keening sound grew louder in the water, which seemed to bubble and froth all around us. For a moment, we were surrounded by tentacles, half a dozen or more, and I wondered if this could be it.

      This creature was huge. It was powerful. It was resilient. And I had no more than a machete, made from a shard of metal from the ruined transport, to defeat it.

      But on my side, I’d realized that the water wasn’t deep. I could stand up in it, and it came to no higher than my waist. Deeve stood beside me, the two of us circling each other even as we awaited the next monstrous attack.

      I saw Zara and Kia as well, some distance from where Deeve and I stood, freed of the tentacle I had rendered impotent, helping each other crawl back up onto a floating island.

      I knew then that was our only chance. Deeve and I couldn’t defeat this monster one on one. We had to escape its grasp.

      “Back to the island!” I bellowed.

      The two of us, Deeve and I fighting side-by-side, hacked at a wall of tentacles that stood between us and salvation.

      It seemed that our earlier efforts had taken their toll. This monster, this hidden beast made of nightmares, seemed hesitant to wrap us up once again. Perhaps the loss of its first appendage had made it reconsider our value and level of threat.

      Perhaps it had sought an easy meal, and had been surprised when that meal showed teeth.

      Either way, it was easier than it might have been. A couple of hacks, a few judicious stabs from Deeve, and the way opened up.

      Neither of us hesitated. As soon as the way was clear, we waded back to the shore and hauled ourselves up close to the others.

      We all knew that the monster could reach out again, could wrap another tentacle around us, but for the moment, we had won.

      Or at least, we had survived.

      I was panting and sweating with exertion. Kia was coughing as if she’d swallowed half of the swamp and was trying to dislodge it from her lungs.

      Deeve had collapsed onto her back and was actually laughing.

      Zara was doing what she could to tend to Kia, her complexion much paler than usual, her expression still serious.

      As soon as I had recovered enough to do so, I asked a question.

      “Is everybody okay?”
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      Kia continued to cough, but she nodded, and that was good enough for me. Deeve kept laughing.

      “Wonderful,” she said.

      But Zara seemed to take it more seriously. “That depends on what you mean by ‘okay.’”

      It was a fair enough answer.

      “Come on. Let’s get farther away from the water. That thing might be done, but for all we know, there might be others around that are equally dangerous.”

      At this, Kia managed to stop her coughing long enough to choke out a few words.

      “No,” she said. “I think that’s it.”

      “All the same, I don’t want to tempt anything else,” I said.

      With that, I hauled myself to my feet and held out a hand for Deeve. The athletic woman tucked her knives away and accepted my help, then the two of us gave Kia and Zara a helping hand.

      We followed the floating island to a point where it butted against more solid land, and took a moment to shelter under a large tree dripping with moss that seemed to change color depending on which way I looked at it.

      All four of us were soaked. We had lost the spears and my club, but by some miracle, all four of us still retained our satchels. A quick stock-take showed that the most important items were still with us. Zara’s device, which proved resistant to the wet, the tools I had taken, and even the leftover meat from the earlier kill.

      Beyond that, we had my machete, Deeve’s knives, and a single blade between Kia and Zara. When Deeve handed one of her knives over, it meant that at least all four of us were still armed.

      But that wasn’t the only issue.

      “Check your plants. The protection they offer doesn’t work as well if they’re wet.”

      Each of us carefully removed the plants from our various pockets, only to see that they were indeed soaked through.

      And it was clear that the aroma they produced had lessened.

      Zara and even Deeve seemed anxious because of this. “What do we do?” the dark-skinned woman said.

      “Give them a chance to dry out. Maybe they will recover some of their potency.”

      It seemed like a good option, but we could hardly keep going while we waited. A better option was to stay where we were, with the tree protecting us from the rain.

      We settled in, but it was far from a relaxing experience. Zara wasn’t the only one who kept her gaze shifting about, looking for any new threat.

      After a few minutes, I stood and stretched. “I’m going to go looking for the things that we lost,” I said.

      Zara responded with alarm. “Are you crazy? With that thing still out there?”

      Even Deeve seemed to worry that my decision might not be the best. “Without the plants to protect you? You’ll be in danger from every direction.”

      She was right. We had laid the plants out on a flat piece of wood in the hope that they would dry out quickly. One of them looked damaged beyond repair. Perhaps the tentacle monster had crushed it.

      But I was feeling a little uncomfortable without the solid weight of my club in my grip. I figured it was worth the risk.

      “I’m not going far. But I’ve got to give it a try,” I said.

      It wasn’t the most persuasive argument I’d ever used, but I did have another up my sleeve. “Kia, do you sense any danger if I do so?”

      The psychic woman had recovered from her bout of coughing. She thought about what I had asked her, but shook her head.

      “No. But that’s not really how it works. It might just mean that I’m tired, soaked through, and have just had to fight for my life against that whatever it was.” She offered a shrug. “I’ve told you before that if my talent was more reliable, then the Company would never have let me go.”

      It was a good point. I nodded. “I’ll be careful.”

      With that, I retraced our steps to the floating island, and scanned the area where we’d fought the tentacle monster.

      Before, that section of swamp had been a roiling mess, with possible danger coming from below. Now, it was deceptively calm. Peaceful, almost, with just the usual swamp creatures making their noises, occasional splashes where something unseen had moved, bugs announcing themselves to potential mates and predators at the same time.

      I took my time, studying the water, looking for any tell-tale clue to indicate danger.

      But there was none. Either the swamp monster we had fought controlled this entire territory, or the lingering aroma of the plant was enough. Either way, I could see nothing amiss.

      Nor could I see my club with the spike at one end.

      Likely, it had sunk to the bottom of the swamp, there to remain hidden for all time in the muddy bottom.

      There was one piece of good news. I did see one of the spears jutting out of the water. I figured that I couldn’t get any wetter than I already was, so I waded in, collected the spear, and made my way back to the girls.

      “How are they looking?” I said, indicating the plants.

      “Pretty good,” Deeve said, a hint of surprise in her voice. She inhaled overtly, using her nose. “The aroma is stronger. Even the crushed one—it seems to be still doing its job.”

      It was an interesting observation. I wondered if crushing the plants could have a beneficial effect if even if the aroma was fading.

      “Good. Well, unless anyone has any objections, I’d say it’s time to continue.”
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      Another check of the device showed we were close, so we pushed on into the swamp. Kia continued to cough every now and again, the swampy water having gotten into her lungs. But she made no complaint, and showed no sign of sensing any further danger.

      Finally, we reached the target. But instead of finding ourselves staring at a broken transport ship like the Eve transport we had come down in, or even a ruined shuttle like Zara’s, what we saw was quite different.

      We paused on the edge of another swampy island and stared.

      “Must have been a freighter,” Zara said.

      There was no denying her words. It was clear that she was right. Instead of a broken hull, we saw only containers, large, rectangular constructs made of ferro-plastic, the type of things that could be stacked one on top of another in the bay of a cargo ship.

      From where we stood, we could see three of them, partially sunk in the swamp, each a potential treasure trove of goods.

      A quick glance at the jungle canopy showed no damage that I could see. “Looks like they might have been here for a while,” I said.

      “Wonder how many there are?” Deeve asked. “And how broad an area they might be scattered over?”

      There was no way to tell from where we stood.

      “I wonder what’s in them?” Zara asked.

      I barked a short laugh. “Only one way to find out,” I said. Then I turned to Kia. “Do you have any thoughts about which we should try first?” I asked her.

      The ethereal woman with the alien DNA studied me with humor in her eyes. “Are you asking if I can tell what’s in them?” she asked. “Because I cannot. All we can do is open them and find out.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Well, I guess at this point any one of them is as good as another. Let’s see if we can figure a way to open them up.”

      We chose the container that was resting half in the swamp, and half on dry land. It was lying on its side and showed signs of damage, but the ferro-plastic was tough. It hadn’t ruptured, so whatever was inside would at least still be there.

      What shape it might be in, whatever it was, was another question.

      Naturally, the container was sealed with an electronic lock that could only be opened with a hand print.

      But it seemed that the charge had long since faded away. The door was still sealed, but there would be nothing actively fighting against us.

      If I still had my club with the spike, maybe I would have attacked the lock and just seen what damage I could do. But I had only the spear and my makeshift machete.

      Fortunately, the spear was one of those made out of a salvaged metal pole, so it had a certain amount of strength to work with. I jammed it in behind the latching mechanism and tried to lever it open, but the lock, even without power, proved too strong.

      So I took the spear out again, and considered my options.

      “The spear is hollow, right?” Zara said.

      I nodded. It was effectively a long piece of pipe, with a pointed shard of metal fixed to one end.

      “Well, what if you use it to extend the latch? Instead of trying to lever it open, make the whole thing longer. Should be able to increase your torque that way.”

      It seemed like a good idea, and I was starting to see the value of having an actual engineer on the team. I did as she suggested, joining the butt end of the spear onto the latch, and leaning my weight against it.

      Almost, I felt it could be enough. And when Deeve and Zara both added their weight to my efforts, we heard a metallic ping as if something inside had broken.

      The three of us lurched as the latch suddenly gave way, and within just a few moments from that, we were able to open the container door and see what was inside.

      It was a hodgepodge collection of various items. Furniture, for the most part. Couches, chairs, dining tables, bookcases and more. All of it on its side, some of it in surprisingly good condition. But none of it particularly useful for us in a survival situation.

      “Looks like someone was moving house,” Deeve said.

      “Would have preferred it to be some sort of armory,” Zara muttered, and I had to agree. Nevertheless, we had only just begun, and couldn’t easily tell what might be hidden in the back.

      “Is that it?” I said, keeping my tone light and forcing a smile. “You’ve all given up so quickly? Let’s see what they have in the back before dismissing this one completely.”

      So saying, I buried the spear in the ground so that it stood upright, and got to work.

      It took perhaps twenty minutes, with me doing most of the work, to pull the various items out of the container. By the time I was done, I had to admit that it looked like twenty minutes of largely wasted effort.

      Perhaps the owners of this container had more than one. And anything of any actual use—tools, for example—was in one of the others. This one, as well as the furniture, contained an assortment of office furniture, desks and commercial printing equipment, and, surprisingly, nearly at the back, an assortment of pet accessories.

      Cat beds. Scratching posts. Even a collection of cat food, all of which had long passed their expiry date.

      From our point of view, the container was a bust.

      Yet I refused to be pessimistic. There were other containers to check, two that we could see, and likely more in the immediate area as well.

      “Well,” I said. “Which one do you want to check next?”
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      The next container we opened contained nothing but piles of shattered glass, which might have once been anything before the freighter had crashed, and a row of metal panels that had all been worked into a specific shape. It was clear that they were part of some shipment of machinery, but what they actually were, I couldn’t tell.

      From our perspective, they were useless.

      We had no choice but to make our way to the third container, the one that was partially submerged. Once again, I used the end of the spear to extend the latch, breaking the lock and forcing the door open even though it was partially blocked by the muddy swamp floor.

      By then, my expectations had fallen, as had those of the others. I was still hoping for anything that would turn this trip into something more than a bust.

      But when I got the door open, that hope all but faded away.

      “Fabric,” Deeve said, her tone flat with disbelief.

      She was right. This whole container seemed to be packed with endless bolts of cloth, all wrapped up into easy-to-handle lengths. Zara made a rude noise, and even Kia seemed to be disappointed. I reached out to touch the nearest bolt of plain, single-colored fabric and found it to be as soft and pliable as it looked.

      A portable defense system against the wildlife of this world, it was not.

      Nor was it a high-end communications way that would pierce the interstellar gulf and at least allow us to communicate with the part of the universe we had come from.

      “I was hoping for some well-preserved spices at least,” Deeve said. “To give the food we eat some flavor.”

      “Or even some soap, maybe,” Zara added.

      “Coffee,” said Kia.

      I understood the girls’ responses very clearly. I felt the same way. For me, if we hadn’t been able to find something to help us off this world, or even to help protect us against the dangers still to come, then I would have paid good money to dig out a sixpack of beer.

      Unfortunately, this expedition hadn’t brought us to that kind of magic cornucopia, where our fondest desires would be handed to us for the price of getting our feet wet.

      It seemed at this point that we were wasting our time.

      It had been a long day, and all of us were tired. Yet I was loath to suggest finding somewhere to sleep—the inside of the driest container seemed like a good option—while we were still suffering the throes of disappointment. Instead, I suggested we perform a quick search of the area, and see if there were other containers to be found.

      The girls quickly agreed, and we closed the fabric container and made our way back to dry land.

      “Fabrics,” I muttered under my breath. “Fucking fabrics.”

      Somehow, me saying that was enough to make Deeve laugh. “Maybe we should take some back anyway. Maybe someone can make you a shirt to replace the one you tore up for bandages.”

      It wasn’t actually a bad thought. I was still considering it when we found the fourth container. But this one was damaged beyond repair, and whatever it had been holding had been spilled into the world.

      Maybe that meant there was a Lovecraftian horror out there armed with percussion grenades. Although, just as likely, that Lovecraftian horror would have been gifted with ten thousand dining sets.

      We kept walking. Not in a straight line, because the device showed we had already reached the location of interest. But back and forth, in an increasing arc, covering as much ground as we could.

      In the end, we found two more containers, although I was sure if we had the time and equipment, we would find more. As it was, for the time being, this was likely the best we could do.

      The first of those containers contained bags of fertilizer.

      “Great,” Deeve said. “I can get into gardening, just like I always wanted to do.”

      Her sarcasm was thick, but I couldn’t help thinking that Sydney might appreciate such a garden. She was an environmental scientist. She hadn’t actually said that she liked to grow different plants, but I had no problem imagining her doing so.

      That said, I had no intention of carting the fertilizer back through the jungle just so that she could.

      The last of the containers had managed to land the right way up, and on relatively dry land. The way the trees had grown around it told me quite clearly that the containers had all been there for a while. A few years at least, maybe a decade or more, depending on how fast the plants of this world grew.

      One side was covered in a sticky substance that my sensors couldn’t identify, and I made a point of not going near it just in case. By then, the technique used to break into the containers was well practiced. It took just a couple of minutes to enter this one as well.

      Of all the containers we had checked, the last one was the most interesting, but again, not necessarily useful.

      “Carpets,” Kia said.

      She was right, but it wasn’t all carpets. Even from the outside, I could see there were other things as well. Cushions. Wall hangings. Side tables and chests, the type of furnishings that suggested a store with a particular ethnic vibe.

      While I didn’t hold much hope of finding anything of use, I didn’t see any choice. I began to dig through it all to make sure.

      This time, the girls didn’t help. Nor did I blame them. They had worked hard throughout the day, with very little in the way of payoff. I waded in, thinking that it might at least be a comfortable place to sleep, if I unrolled some of the carpets. I worked my way to the back, noting that there were a few chandelier-type of things before I found something of actual interest.

      I had made a habit of opening each of the chests as I came to them, and while most contained nothing of any particular use, one of them at least contained something pretty.

      It was a small chest filled with jewelry. Necklaces made of gold and precious stones, bangles, earrings, and the like.

      My first instinct was to call out to the girls and show them. Instead, I considered the chest. It was the smallest one I had seen by a long way. Small enough, I judged, to pack into my satchel and carry back without effort.

      This trip had been a bust from a pragmatic point of view. But I figured this last little find might be enough to cheer everyone.

      “Adam?” came a voice from outside, I wasn’t sure if it was Deeve or Zara. “Find anything?”

      “Nothing useful,” I called back. “But if you give me a minute, I’ll sort out some of these carpets. At least the container will keep us dry for the night.”
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      The girls shuttled themselves into the container as soon as I got it set up. Shutting the door save for a sliver to let in some light, I turned to watch them each shrug out of their ponchos and shoes, to hang on this or that to dry. I did the same, thinking that this might be just about as good a place to stay as the village itself.

      “Not bad, right?” I asked once they’d all adjusted to the small space.

      “Yes. This is good.” Deeve made herself right at home, stretching her long arms above her head before claiming the upper left corner of the big stack of carpet I’d laid out for us to sleep on. “It’s cozy.”

      The other two women murmured their agreement.

      Zara stifled a yawn and picked a spot closer to the door, on a lower level, in a smaller nook a little separate where the rest of us were. “We should get some shuteye.” Her tone was serious, but less sad than it had been since her crash. I could tell she was getting comfortable with us.

      But Kia seemed disappointed. “But I’m not tired yet,” she said. Still, she sank down near Deeve and tried to make herself comfortable.

      I studied her for a moment and couldn’t miss the way she glanced in my direction, or the slight blush on her cheeks. To my surprise, I thought that the psychic woman had a very particular thought in mind about what she might prefer to be doing.

      Deeve must have picked up on this too, because her smile shifted from easy going to confident and knowing.

      “You know, I’m not either.” She glanced over at the woman beside her, eyebrows raising in expectation. “Whatever shall we do to pass the time, Kia?” Her tone became almost a purr at the end that had my heart picking up speed as she twirled one finger around her dark hair.

      Kia’s large, luminescent eyes grew even rounder in shock. She cleared her throat, seeming uncomfortable with how Deeve had called her out. I thought she might choose not to say anything else and pretend that the athletic woman hadn’t just read her mind.

      But there was a hidden determination within the willowy woman. After a moment, she turned to Deeve. “I was thinking about when you and Uma were arguing about who got to be with Adam for the night.”

      She’d kept her voice low, as if she wanted to avoid being overheard. Then she paused to look back at me with an expression that was almost shy. “You suggested it didn’t have to be one or the other, if I remember it right.”

      The way she said it, I was almost sure she already knew what was going to happen.

      Deeve didn’t seem to need any convincing. She looked at me with open lust in her eyes. So I chose my own spot on the carpet, lowering myself down between them. The heat of their bodies, still in their damp clothes, felt good against me, and neither woman seemed to object to my presence.

      Deeve gave a throaty chuckle. “I suppose we have our answer,” she said, speaking quietly as well.

      I grinned, not sheepish at all. Surprisingly, Kia burst out with a nervous, yet somehow still seductive gasp as I reached for her.

      The girls began to explore my body while I kissed them, each in turn, and we each shrugged out of the rest of our clothing.

      Deeve was bold, as usual. She began stroking my cock right away. Kia was more shy. She was content to run her hands up and down my chest and abs.

      “Kia, you can touch my cock too, if you want,” I instructed her in a heady tone as soon as I felt her relax. She was a curious mixture of timidity and assurance, but I still felt I needed to help her along. I had to let her know she could touch this part of me, too.

      She swallowed thickly, her eyes darkening in lust. I could tell she wanted to do just that, but something was holding her back.

      “But—I, um,” a fierce blush rose to her face. “Deeve is already doing that. I wouldn’t want to interrupt.”

      “That’s the fun of a threesome.” Deeve grinned. She took one of Kia’s hands firmly in her own and placed it on me where it would do the most good. “We can all take turns. Trust me, I’m great at sharing.”

      Deeve’s smile was saucy and her eyes were molten with desire as she watched Kia stroke the length of my shaft.

      “Mm, yes. I like that,” she said.

      The athletic woman was so busy watching Kia that I caught her off her guard when I pulled her against my chest for a kiss. She moaned and melted into it.

      Kia picked up speed with those long, but oh-so-talented fingers. The tips of her ears turned red as her arousal scent grew heavy while she watched me tease Deeve’s lips apart so our tongues could twine together.

      Ready to take our activity to the next level, I cupped each girl firmly on the ass and drew them both closer. They both giggled in playful delight. But those giggles soon morphed into hushed, desperate gasps of breath as I began navigating their bodies.

      Kneading Deeve’s large breasts with my hands, and teasing Kia’s rosy pink nipples to life with my tongue, I moved the girls until I had perfect access to both of them. They pressed close to one another, making tiny mewling sounds as they rubbed and kissed while I worked the wet, tight crevices of their bodies below.

      Kia looked small and fragile next to Deeve’s stronger form. Their moans filled up the shipping container in a hushed symphony as I finger fucked the two of them, finding the sweet spot on each before adding to Kia’s pleasure by flicking my tongue across her clit. She gave a sharp yelp of pleasure that had me aching to do more than just taste.

      Underneath the radar, I heard Zara’s breathing pick up.

      It aroused me even more, knowing she was listening to me getting Deeve and Kia off. I wanted to invite her to our little party, but I knew she wasn’t there yet. I had to give her time. She’d come around.

      “Adam, I want to watch you shove your giant cock into little Kia.”

      This came from Deeve, who shuffled around so she was seated behind Kia’s slighter form, pulling moans from her as she teased the other girl’s nipples. I pressed my lips together, thinking I might explode right then and there with the way Kia’s body clenched my fingers in agreement.

      “My pleasure,” I growled. I pushed Kia over until she was flat on the carpet, then positioned myself above her entrance before thrusting into her with one smooth movement of my hips. I lay hovering over her on my forearms and looked up, seeing that Deeve was right here, her legs spread apart on either side of Kia’s face, a broad grin her only expression. She’d leaned back on her elbows, her intention clear.

      A shorter man might have struggled, but I did not. I accepted her invitation, plunging my tongue into her pussy without hesitation.

      Kia was so fine-boned that I worried for a moment that I’d hurt her by entering her too fast, but she only cried out in the sweetest way. She arched her back beneath me and clawed my back with those long, delicate fingers that were made for model work.

      “Oh, god. Oh, god. Adam!”

      My self-control slipped. I pounded into Kia with abandon, my attention taken from Deeve completely, at least for the moment. The athletic woman didn’t seem to mind. She just shifted about and reached in between us to tweak one of Kia’s nipples as well as one of her own.

      The chorus of moans were back. This time, it was louder and more urgent. I ravished Kia. My balls slapped her ass in a pleasing way as I drove deep inside of her—hitting her deepest, most sensitive areas with abandon.

      Kia was one of those girls who smiled wide even as her brows knit together in pleasure. I could feel her body tense with pleasure. She was skating dangerously close to the edge. Deeve seemed to sense this as well, and snaked a helpful finger downward to help things along.

      Her climax was vocal. It was ethereal. I had to fight to stay inside her because her body clenched so intensely on my cock.

      A sigh slipped from her lips as she motioned for Deeve to switch places with her.

      “That cock is amazing. It just begs you to ride it.”

      But Deeve didn’t switch places. She pushed me down onto the carpets instead and climbed up on top. I didn’t mind in the slightest, and the athletic woman didn’t hesitate as she sank herself onto my hard member. I chuckled, then gasped as her expert motions gripped me. If I didn’t do something, she’d make me come before her.

      The gleam in her eye told me she knew it too. “Wanna race to the finish?” she asked, her voice husky.

      “I always like a good challenge,” I choked out. Mercy. Her pussy was like magic, hitting every sensitive point on its smooth way down my shaft. She did a little swirling motion with her hips on the way up that had me seeing stars.

      Not to be outdone, I growled out, “Kia, pinch her nipples, like she did for you. She can’t resist that.”

      Kia was smirking in a coy manner, her shyness evaporating completely. “Yes, sir!”

      “Using Kia is cheating!” Deeve whined, her body clenching my cock as Kia attacked her breasts from behind, pinching and pulling and flicking until Deeve’s eyes were rolling in the back of her head. Her dark curls tumbled over her shoulder as she put both hands on my chest and began to grind on me.

      “Two can play at that game.”

      “Oh yeah?” I grinned, getting cocky as her thighs began to quiver, trembling with the effort to hold off her orgasm.

      “Yeah,” she squeaked out. “Kia, rub his balls.”

      The mirthful chuckle that came out of Kia was enough to rival any Hollywood villain as she replied, “You got it.”

      Now it was my turn to roll my eyes in the back of my head as Kia reached down to knead and squeeze my nuts—sending wave after wave of furious need surging straight to my dick. Her hands were warm and expert, using just enough pressure to leave me gasping for breath.

      Unable to hold back, I thrust faster and harder into Deeve, gritting my teeth. “You. First,” I ground out, but only succeeded in pushing myself over my own edge with the way my body fit perfectly into hers.

      Luckily, I found my release just as she surrendering to hers. We rode the waves of our pleasure together, coming at the same time while Kia watched, positively delighted in her role as catalyst.

      That first time with Kia, I’d felt a sort of connection at the peak. This wasn’t like that, not completely, but there was something still there. As if the psychic woman’s participation was nearly enough to create the same outcome.

      Finally, the tingling afterglow swarmed our bodies. We collapsed into a pile of tangled limbs, our hearts thundering hard in our chests.

      A tranquil silence took over, and we all felt a sense of peace. It was a kind of high I relished. Soon we would be drifting off into our private dreams.

      But just before I surrendered to the lull of sleep, I found myself thinking about Zara, who hadn’t said a word throughout the performance, although she must have been aware of it all.

      I thought of how the dark-skinned woman’s breathing had increased, and turned my head toward where she had positioned herself.

      I couldn’t see her directly, not where she had chosen to sleep. But as I strained my senses, I could sense her there.

      Her breathing was still faster than usual. Her heartbeat, which I could hear if I listened hard enough, was still raised.

      I felt a smile steal over my face and went to sleep, knowing that she had the first watch, and that all was well in the world.
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      The next morning, such as if was, I was standing outside of the container, just looking into the swamp, listening to the ever-present sounds of the creatures that lived here. I had woken earlier than the others, and clambered out of the container for no other reason than to soak in the sights and sounds, and to think.

      The drizzle in this part of the swamp was incessant. Somewhere over the canopy, the sky was blanketed in clouds. It would have been nice to feel the sun on my skin, but that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.

      The swamp was forever hidden from that shining yellow ball and as a result, it should have been gloomy, a miserable, sad place to be.

      And yet, it had its own kind of wild beauty to it. There was color here, both in the form of plant life—flowers of iridescent purples, oranges and pinks—and in the wildlife as well.

      Everywhere I looked, it was as though I’d just missed something moving. Small water creatures ducked under the surface, leaving nothing but ripples behind. A thing that looked like an oversized cicada, and sounded like one too, seemed to realize I’d spotted it despite its camouflage and darted in behind the branch it had been hugging.

      And the fliers. There were always fliers of different types. Small, medium, and large. Some gathered together in swarms, some more solitary. Creatures built on different architectures, some reminding me of dragonflies, others of small, flitting birds, and some that defied description beyond what my sensors could tell me.

      The way they moved through the air, approaching a given point but no further, told me that the plant’s repellent aroma was still in effect, if not quite as potent as it had been before. Perhaps, I thought, it would remain so long enough that the four of us could make it back to the village unmolested.

      I was still standing there, lost in my own thoughts, when the girls began to stir.

      It was Deeve who approached me first.

      “So, what’s the plan?” she asked without preamble.

      I turned to her and saw that she looked well rested and eager to start the day. Of all of the women, she was the one who seemed to have adapted to our new lifestyle the best. Sure, Uma would never admit defeat. She would battle against the jungle until her dying breath.

      But Deeve seemed somehow born to it. It was as if the jungle itself brought out the best in her.

      She already had her usual smile firmly in place, and I couldn’t help but think back to earlier in our adventure. Uma was the transport Commander. Nominally, keeping us alive was still her responsibility, at least until we got ourselves off this world.

      But Deeve had very quickly started to look to me for guidance, and by now, it seemed to be second nature.

      I hadn’t challenged Uma’s leadership directly, and didn’t intend to. Not unless she made some decision or other I didn’t agree with. And that was unlikely, because even she looked to me for advice, even more than she looked to Kia.

      “I figured we would have one more look around this area, just to see if there’s something we missed,” I said. “And then we’ll head back to one of the other containers. There’s something I think we should pick up before we head back.”

      The athletic woman considered me closely. “You’ve thought of something,” she said.

      “Maybe,” I allowed.

      She was right. I had thought of something. But I was still a bit disappointed. A cargo freighter of the type that must have crashed down here, a vessel that carted goods between worlds, wouldn’t have carried just a half a dozen containers. It would have carried dozens, hundreds even, because it wouldn’t have made any sense to make the trip otherwise.

      That meant there were likely many more containers hidden somewhere within these trees, if only we could find them. Likely, they would contain everything we could ever need.

      And Kia had suggested checking out this target first.

      If the freighter had landed on more solid ground, likely we wouldn’t have had any problems finding all the containers that survived the impact. But in this swamp, there could have been fifty of them within a couple of hours’ walk in any direction, and we might not have been able to spot a single one.

      For all I knew, they could all be submerged, buried in the soft mud of the swamp. Maybe if we spent days or weeks searching, we could find them. As it was, we couldn’t leave Uma and the others to face potential threats by themselves for so long.

      Without a more concrete understanding of where the other containers might be, we had done all we could.

      It was time to head back.

      After a quick breakfast of leftover meat and some sweet tasting fruit we plucked off one of the trees, we did as I suggested, completing a last circuit around the general area that Zara’s device defined.

      Finding nothing, we turned back toward the initial containers we’d found.

      Zara questioned how we might find those containers again, and I told her that I effectively carried a map around in my head.

      “He’s augmented, remember?” Deeve said, and the dark-skinned woman nodded.

      Soon enough, we were back at the container I wanted. The one filled with fabrics.

      “Gather as much of this as you can,” I said. “We’re going to need a lot of it.”

      None of the girls seemed to understand. “You really want a new shirt that badly?” Deeve asked.

      I grinned at her. “That’s not it. But I was thinking. We’re looking to improve the defenses around the village. We know that the plant isn’t perfect. Ideally, we’d be able to construct some sort of impermeable barrier through which nothing could enter. If we can’t do that, then building walls, making the village into some sort of fort would be a good option. We don’t have the tools or people to cut down trees and haul them into place. But I’m thinking that this fabric might give us what we need.”

      Neither Deeve nor Zara seemed to understand, and Kia’s expression was largely unfocused. She wasn’t even looking my way.

      “You want to wrap the village in fabric?” Zara asked.

      I smiled at her. Said like that, it seemed fairly ridiculous. “I do. As a starting point, at least. Imagine using the fabric as a kind of fence, with trees as the posts to hold it together. A visual barrier might be enough to put off some predators. They won’t have any experience with coming up against what looks like a wall. But that would just be the start. These fabrics are modern. They are light, and tougher than they look. We could use them as a starting point. Add in a layer of branches, leaves, whatever is available, and cover it all in mud, and all of a sudden, we have the actual walls we are looking for.”

      I unwrapped a short length of fabric to demonstrate what I meant. “Even a single layer would make a barrier maybe five feet tall. But there would be nothing stopping us from going higher. Doing the whole thing again, building a second layer on top. All of a sudden, we’d have a ten foot fence all the way around the village, and it wouldn’t be that hard to make.”

      I saw the understanding dawn on Deeve’s and Zara’s faces.

      “You’re not just a pretty face,” Deeve quipped.

      Zara was nodding. “Okay. So the hard part will be getting enough of this fabric back to the village.”

      I nodded. In truth, I couldn’t see any easy way of doing it. We couldn’t drag it behind us as we had done with the supplies from the crashed transport, and we didn’t have useful backpacks for anything like that. Which basically left just one option.

      I grinned. “Good thing there are four of us,” I said. “We’ll just have to carry as much as we can on our shoulders.”
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      We got to work. Kia was the least physically capable of us all. She could balance no more than a single heavy bolt of fabric on one shoulder, so instead of limiting the ability of anyone else to carry more, I gave her the spear to look after as well.

      Then Deeve, Zara, and I stacked as many bolts of cloth onto ourselves as we could comfortably carry.

      I knew there were some cultures where the people historically carried large amounts of weight on their heads. But that seemed impractical if we were to clamber around through the jungle with any agility or grace.

      I also knew that if any danger should appear, it would be easy to drop the cloth to the ground, and pick it up again once we were able.

      When everyone was ready, we set off, moving a little more slowly than we had on the way to the target site, but steadily, covering good ground.

      As before, we took regular breaks, drinking not from the swamp water, but from what we could find of the rain gathered in leaves or running down the side of trees in rivulets. When the last of the meat ran out, we resorted to plucking edible fruit from the trees, saving the rations we’d taken with us for if we truly needed them.

      As had happened a few times before, we began to experience the occasional earthquake. Like when the red moon had passed in front of the larger one, only this time, we couldn’t see it.

      I knew that if Jayloo had been with us, she might have freaked out when the shaking started. She might have thought it was another shuttle crashing to the ground. But Deeve and Zara weren’t so flighty.

      They acknowledged the earthquakes, but understood that there wasn’t much any of us could do to prevent them. We each crouched low and gripped whatever was handy for support, and that was about it. We just waited for the earthquakes to pass.

      They weren’t the worst things to worry about on this world anyway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was more than comfortable being out and about. Had to be. If I wasn’t, then I would have been bad at my job.

      In the past, I’d spent weeks all by myself, the only human being on entire worlds, wondering this way and that, taking in all that I could to best make my assessment.

      I had faced dangers before, handling them as best as I could with or without the aid of the Company support staff in orbit.

      I’d never worried too much about it all one way or another.

      But this was different. On this world, I wasn’t alone. Even when I was out and about, as I was now, I had at least one of the girls along with me.

      For the most part, they were capable enough. Able to look after themselves without my direct input.

      But in a very real way, they were still my responsibility. Even Deeve, who could glide through the trees like the athlete she was. I still had to keep half an eye on her, as I did with everyone else, just to make sure she wasn’t about to stumble into some unseen danger.

      I didn’t have to do very much. Just a word here or there, a reminder to watch their footing, or, sometimes, to provide a steadying hand just when it was needed.

      And yet, it all added up to additional effort I had to expend every moment we were out.

      Carrying the bolts of cloth made it more awkward. I no longer had a free hand to offer, and my vision was obscured.

      I made a point to stay behind the others, and not just because I enjoyed watching the sway of their hips as they walked.

      Of the three of them, Deeve had the most perfect ass, the perfect blend of athleticism and generous, genetic perfection. Kia was slimmer, but I’d always thought she wouldn’t have been out of place on the catwalk as a model. And even Zara was right up there from this point of view. Not as gifted on top, it seemed that the engineer made up for it from behind.

      And that made keeping my mind focused on the job at hand a little more difficult.

      We rested often, but as we drew closer to the base, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief.

      To my mind, the village had quickly become as much of a home as I’d ever had, and I was looking forward to being able to relax.

      So when we were perhaps twenty minutes away and Kia spoke up, my first reaction to her words was genuine disappointment.

      “Something is wrong,” she said.

      I shouldered that disappointment away. In any confrontation, it was useless. I much preferred anger, or cold, unyielding calculation. Either of those gave a person’s actions urgency, whereas disappointment had the ability to take that urgency away.

      “Where?” I asked. “Is there danger coming toward us, or the village?”

      The psychic woman had paused. She half-turned toward me, her bolt of fabric still balanced on her shoulder, the spear gripped in her hand. Her expression appeared uncertain. But she shook her head.

      “Not here,” she said. “And it doesn’t feel like danger. Not exactly. I don’t think the village is under attack. But there’s something not right.”

      Gone were all thoughts of a relaxing time when we returned to the village. Instead, I found myself gritting my teeth.

      “Do we need to dump the fabric and run?” I asked.

      We’d spent so much time and effort to find the fabric that I didn’t want to do so. Yet at Kia’s word, I wouldn’t have hesitated for a moment. The woman had never been wrong with her predictions so far, with the possible exception of choosing the freighter as our first target. And even then, it was difficult to know if any of the others would have been better.

      And anyway, we could always return to this place and retrieve the fabric as needed, after whatever Kia had sensed had been resolved.

      But the alien woman shook her head. “I don’t think so. But we should hurry.”
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      Kia was right. There was something wrong. It was clear the moment we crossed the invisible boundary between the jungle and the village.

      I noted with a casual glance that Uma had been as good as her word. Better, even. Instead of setting regular fires on the ground to define the border, she had somehow contrived to create torches, which hung from the sides of trees at a high level. I didn’t know how she had managed to keep the flames burning as they did, but each one was protected from the incessant rain by small canopies made of canvas.

      I couldn’t see any evidence of any ‘traps’, but in the time that we had been away, Uma and the others had created an additional impediment for potential predators. Maybe there would be monsters out in the jungle that wouldn’t care about the fire. But even if it caused some to hesitate, then it was worth it.

      I noticed the torches in passing, and used it as a signal to drop the burden of fabric I had been carrying. Of far greater urgency was the reality that there seemed to be no one on guard. In fact, Uma, Sydney, Jayloo, and the injured medic, Tess, were nowhere in sight.

      “Hello!” I called, doing my best to ignore the ominous feel of the place. The others quickly joined in.

      “Uma? Jayloo?” Deeve called. “Where are you? Hello!”

      The girls had all dropped their fabric burdens as well, and the four of us were heading farther into the village. But with no indication of where everyone was, we didn’t exactly know which direction to go.

      Then Uma appeared from behind one of the huts. Instead of rushing to meet us, her expression was grim. She nodded to all of us in a greeting that was far more standoffish than I had expected.

      “Good,” she said. “You’re back.”

      I stared at her, trying to understand the odd greeting. Her posture was straight and as correct as it normally was. Yet there was a brittleness about her that hadn’t been there at any time before.

      “Uma?” I ventured. “What’s wrong?”

      To my complete surprise, the formidable woman seemed to crumple. I hadn’t seen Uma look in any way out of her depth in all the time I had known her, and we had gone through some fairly traumatic experiences together. At all times, she’d held it together.

      Not now. Now she brought her hands up as if to hide her face. She shook her head, and I could see she was trying not to cry.

      “It’s my fault,” she said, sounding desperate. “It’s all my fault.”

      I had never been the best when it came to comforting a distraught woman. I knew what I was supposed to do, but the actions felt clunky and unnatural to me.

      Cold and calculating, Uma had once called me, and she was right. I knew I should go to her, to tell her everything was going to be okay, and to envelop her in a hug. But it wasn’t a natural response. More like a sequence of actions that I knew from past experience to work.

      So I was slower to respond than Deeve, who just did it all naturally, going to Uma without hesitation. I watched the two come together, and knew that in certain respects they were rivals. But they were allies first and foremost. Friends, in a way that only women could be friends with other women.

      Kia was half a beat slower, joining in with an equal lack of hesitation, leaving Zara standing just out of arm’s reach, with me in that uncertain zone as well.

      But there was more to be done here than simply comfort the Commander. There was a cause behind her unexpected behavior, and we needed to know what that cause was.

      “Uma,” I said, keeping my voice low and soothing, but loud enough to cut through the comforting noises made by Deeve and Kia. “You have to tell us what has happened.”

      The formidable woman stayed as she was for the span of two additional heartbeats. Then she drew a deep breath, seemed to gather herself, and nodded.

      It was clear to both Deeve and Kia that the moment for comfort had passed, and that Uma was back to her usual self. They gave her the space she seemed to be demanding.

      “It’s my fault,” Uma said again. “I should have just stayed in the village. Shouldn’t have brought Jayloo along.” She gestured in the general direction of one of the torches. “But I wanted to make this work. To get it beyond just lighting fires. Then when Sydney suggested there were plants on different worlds with flammable sap, I couldn’t resist.”

      Uma still wasn’t making a lot of sense. She might have looked like she was back under control, but it still felt like she was rambling. “Uma, tell us what happened,” I said.

      Abruptly, Uma broke off her story. “It’s Jayloo,” she said. “Come. She’ll want to know that you have come back.”

      With that, Uma turned and strode away, acting for all the world as if she carried the weight of a starship on her shoulders.

      The rest of us didn’t have any choice. We followed, with my mind, at least, conjuring all sorts of terrible possibilities we could be about to see.
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      Uma led us through the village to the hut Jayloo shared with Sydney. Tess was standing outside with the aid of a makeshift crutch that looked to have been carved from a tree branch.

      The medic was still wearing her cast, but looked a lot healthier than she had been last time, although her expression was sober. I wasn’t completely convinced that she remembered who Deeve, Kia, and I were, but when she saw Zara, she greeted her with real warmth in her voice.

      “Good to see a familiar face,” she said.

      Yet there was an undertone of concern in her voice that I didn’t like.

      At our approach, Sydney appeared in the doorway. She seemed happy to see us, but like Uma, it seemed that she had been crying.

      It all seemed so ominous that I couldn’t help it. “Is she still alive?” I asked.

      Sydney nodded, but there wasn’t much hope to go with it.

      “Come in,” she said. “She wants to see you.”

      The environmentalist’s words might have been directed at me, or they might have been more general, aimed at all of us. Either way, she disappeared back inside the hut, and Deeve, Kia, and I followed her in.

      It was gloomy inside the hut, with the only source of light coming from the open door. But my eyes were better than most at adjusting, and I had no problem focusing on Jayloo, resting on one of the canvas cots we had made.

      She was obviously very ill. Her complexion was pale and clammy, and her purple hair seemed to be stuck to her forehead. She was mostly covered by a canvas blanket, but it didn’t take a medical expert to note that her breathing was shallow, and as she blinked open her eyes, it was clear that she was in considerable pain.

      Despite my occasional lapses when it came to comforting women, this time I had no such hesitation. I was down beside her in a heartbeat, with Deeve not far behind me, and I reached for Jayloo’s hand as if by instinct.

      Kia hung back just a little, and I wondered if there might still be some bad blood between the two of them. I knew that Jayloo’s complaints combined with her apparent unwillingness to actually solve any problem had rubbed the psychic woman the wrong way. The two had largely avoided each other for most of the time we had been on this world, and perhaps the remnants of that were still in play.

      As for me, I couldn’t help but like the sometimes-difficult woman. She could be a trial, it was true, yet she added an extra dimension to the group. Somehow, Jayloo just seemed to bring the rest of us a little more to life.

      “Hey,” I said to her.

      She managed a weak smile. “Hey yourself,” she replied. “You made it back, I see. Even without me there to help you.”

      Her hand was clammy, and didn’t seem to have a lot of strength in it. “We did,” I said. “And a good thing, too. What have you gotten yourself into this time?”

      The purple-haired woman seemed to find some humor in the comment. She tried to laugh, but ended up coughing weakly instead. Yet she responded.

      “Yeah,” she said. “It’s always me, isn’t it? I can’t help but wonder at this stage if I’m not cursed or something.”

      I figured I would go along with the joke. “Yeah,” I agreed. “Wouldn’t surprise me if the Eve transport came down because you were on it.”

      Jayloo tried another small laugh, and this time, it seemed to go better. “Jesus fuck,” she said. “I never thought of that. You’re probably right.”

      It seemed that the effort of laughing and talking had already taken much of her energy away. She still held my hand, but closed her eyes, as if marshalling her strength.

      I noticed that Uma and Tess had joined the rest of us in the hut, and it was starting to feel a little crowded. Yet no one made any move to head away. Not even Kia, who was standing a little apart with a complex expression on her face.

      Only Zara wasn’t with us. The dark-skinned woman had apparently chosen to stay outside.

      I looked at Uma once again. “What happened?” I asked her, not for the first time. “

      “It’s my fault,” the Commander said again. But this time, instead of going off on a tangent, or clamming up entirely, she swallowed, then did her best to answer my question.

      “We were out looking for something to help keep the torches alight. A plant with sap like an oil. Something that burned. And we found some. Enough that we could test, and were bringing it back in one of the smaller containers we took from the transport. I think maybe we were relying on the plant’s protection to keep us all safe. Maybe we’d grown complacent, just expecting it to keep anything dangerous at bay. And it was working. Just like always. Nothing big or scary approached us.”

      The big woman’s expression became serious. “But we weren’t looking at the little things. Those that couldn’t get out of our way quickly enough.”

      I asked once again. “What happened?”

      “It was one of those creatures that seemed anchored in place. Not quite an animal, but not a plant either. This one was brightly colored. And it seemed to be pulling away from us as we drew near. But at the last moment, when Jayloo stepped close, it reached out and struck at her. It was like a snake, and it grazed the skin on her arm.”

      I noted that Jayloo’s arm had a bandage wrapped around it up near the elbow.

      “She seemed fine at first,” Uma continued. “Just swore and said that she hated traipsing around in the jungle.” Uma looked uncomfortable with what she was about to say, but carried on regardless. “A couple of hours later, she started to get feverish. She’s been going downhill ever since.”

      The blond woman, Tess, took up the narrative.

      “Near as I can tell, it’s some sort of toxin. We treated her as best as we could with the anti-septic options we salvaged from the med kit. But whatever this toxin is, it’s resistant to those effects.” The woman gave a shrug. “The best I can do is keep giving her painkillers, and hope.”

      “There’s nothing else that can be done?” I asked her.

      “If I had access to my lab, I’d take a sample of her blood and analyze it to find out what sort of toxin we are dealing with. Then I would be able to synthesize some sort of counter. But out here? With such a limited number of supplies?” Even though she was standing with the aid of a crutch, the medic still managed to shrug.

      I realized that even though we were talking about her, Jayloo had managed to drift off to sleep. I thought that it was probably because of the painkillers that she was able to do so.

      I took a deep breath, and asked the question that I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer to.

      “Is she going to be all right?” I asked.

      Judging by the solemnity I could see in Uma’s and Sydney’s faces, I was expecting to hear the worst.

      “She’s young and healthy,” Tess answered. “But this toxin—it’s taken a lot out of her. And I can’t see an end. I’m sorry. I can’t give her more than a thirty percent chance of pulling through.”

      When I had first met Jayloo, the purple-haired woman had been suspicious. She had been the most vocal advocate of leaving me to fend for myself out in the wastes, and not sharing the resources that she and the others had salvaged from the ruin.

      Despite this, I had grown as fond of her as I had of the others.

      I’d made Uma a promise that I would do all I could to help them. More, I’d promised to help them get off this world, and back to some sort of civilization.

      In this, I had failed completely.

      And even though I hadn’t been there when Jayloo had been struck by whatever it was that had left its mark on her, she was still my responsibility.

      I felt exactly the same way that I was sure Uma was feeling as well.

      “If there’s anything you can think of that any of us could do to help, just let us know,” I said to the medic.
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      It was far from the uplifting return I’d been hoping for. Gradually, everyone left the stricken woman to her own devices, with only Sydney choosing to stay around. There wasn’t a lot that the rest of us could do, and the dangers we all faced were very real.

      With everyone still thinking about what Jayloo was going through, we once again gathered around the main fire, and those of us who had just returned helped ourselves to as much or as little fruit and meat as we could stomach.

      “We’re going to have to find something more that we can eat,” Deeve muttered as she gnawed on a bone. “I mean, this diet might be pretty good for maintaining our figures, but I wouldn’t mind a blueberry muffin or something at some point.”

      There were general murmurs of agreement. “Pancakes,” Uma added. “With a decent helping of maple syrup.”

      “It’s plain old bread that I miss,” Kia said. “You know, the kind you get from a specialist baker. The ones with the different types of seeds all through it, that weigh as much as a brick when you pick them up.”

      “What I wouldn’t give for a decent feed of potatoes,” Zara said.

      When she noticed that the others were looking at her, she added, “I haven’t been here as long as you. But we were going to put on an old-fashioned roast as soon as we reached our destination.”

      The dark-skinned woman shrugged. “I’ve had plain old roasted potatoes, garnished with maybe some butter and a sprig of rosemary, in my head ever since the crash.”

      The thought of a decent roast seemed to capture everyone’s attention, and I had to add my vote into the mix.

      “Followed by a plate full of ice cream. Or cheesecake.” Something made mostly of sugar, and probably not very healthy. Yet it captured the girls’ imaginations, and for the next several minutes, each of us suggested different foods, desserts, snacks, or whatever, that we each missed.

      We all knew what we were doing. Distracting ourselves from Jayloo’s plight. Knowing that there wasn’t much we could do beyond leaving it all up to fate.

      After a time, we all agreed that we should go looking for at least something different from just meat and fruit, even if we knew that actual grains would be difficult to find in the jungle, and anything resembling dairy was just a dream at this point.

      It was Uma who brought the conversation back around to the practical realities of life in the jungle.

      “Did you find anything of any particular value?” she asked.

      We told her about the fabric, and what I had in mind for it, and after an initial moment of skepticism, it seemed that the Commander thought it a good idea.

      “I’d been wondering about building walls,” she said. “Maybe weaving some of the smaller branches around each other and packing it with mud. But what you have in mind should be quicker.”

      I nodded. “We’ll still use the branches. But with the fabric, we won’t need as many. Or at least, that’s what I’m thinking. And we can mix the mud with ash and leaves and build it up to a decent height.”

      We continued to talk about the details, figuring out as we ate what the best way to do it all might be. But the truth was that we would probably have to try it and see, and even then, it would take considerable time to get it all done.

      But for the moment, I was tired, as were many of the others. If some predatory creature that happened to be immune to the aroma of our protective plant should happen along in the next few hours, the girls would have to wake me, or deal with it by themselves.

      They still had Zara’s energy weapon, so I wasn’t overly concerned.

      About that, anyway.
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      I’d wondered if I would be left alone for once, but to my surprise, before I’d turned in, Zara knocked on my door and came in. But her expression wasn’t one of lust or longing, but was introspective instead.

      “Can’t sleep?” I ventured.

      She smiled sheepishly as she looked me up and down. “Not unusual,” she replied. “I’ve been sleeping poorly ever since I arrived.”

      I gestured for her to sit on my cot, and when she did, I followed suit. “Would you like to talk about it?”

      “I’m not sure it will help. I try so hard to suppress the memories of Brandon, of my crew. This world is too dangerous to let my mind wander too far. I have to be on my guard all the time.”

      “Normally, I’d agree with you,” I said, slipping an arm around her shoulder. I did it in a non-threatening, companionable sort of way, and she accepted the gesture. She rested her head lightly on my shoulder, and the coiled black curl on top of her head tickled my cheek. “But we’re safe here, or safe enough for now. Nothing is going to bug us tonight. So why don’t you take some time for yourself?”

      Her full lower lip trembled. “I’m not sure how. But Adam, if I don’t try, I feel like I’m going to shatter.”

      Drawing back, I tilted her face up to look at me head on. Her eyes were shining with unshed tears.

      “What would you like me to do?” I asked.

      She ventured a smile. “This isn’t how I wanted it to be,” she said. “But I’ve seen how you are with the others. They’re all so free with you. And somehow, that seems to protect them. From this place. Like, just the simple act of pleasure, with you, acts as a way to insulate them all from the danger. The hopelessness.”

      I hadn’t thought about it in quite that way before, but there was a ring of truth to the engineer’s words. I found myself studying Zara’s beautiful, proud expression. Her smooth dark skin, and full, kissable lips. And wondered if she meant what I thought she meant.

      Maybe her goal wasn’t simple companionship. Maybe she had been wanting to seduce me from the start.

      “It isn’t all hopeless,” I said gently. “We’re still alive. We have what we need to remain so. And there’s always a chance that we’ll be able to get back, one day.”

      Zara’s smile unexpectedly grew broader. “That’s what you took from that?” she asked.

      I grinned in return. “Well, I took something else from it as well. But I thought I’d give you a chance to be sure.”

      Still smiling, she thought about it. Then nodded. “I’m sure.”

      Grieving took on many forms, I knew from experience. Zara would get no judgment from me.

      I leaned in and kissed her. She tasted of berry and spice. Exotic and uniquely sweet. Running my hand along her jawline, I let it trickle down from there to one of her breasts, giving it a light squeeze that made her part her lips in a gasp.

      My tongue took advantage, slipping in to find hers and begin the slow and sweet torture of arousing us both. Here Zara and I could take our time. I sensed she needed a slow buildup. She was the type of woman you made sweet love to, so I traced circles up and down her back until she was making pleasant muffled sounds against my mouth.

      Then I undressed us both quickly and efficiently. With Jayloo, or Deeve, I might give some playful biting, or a smack on the ass. But even though Zara had the sexiest ass I’d ever seen, I used my fingers instead. Dipping down her trim belly and finding the center of her heat.

      She was wet and silky as I parted her open. My tongue never stopped its courtship with hers, and desire was building within me. I wanted to ease into her, working my hips with the same slow movements as my tongue.

      But it wasn’t time yet. This wasn’t about me, this was about getting her so worked up that she didn’t remember her own name, much less what happened when she first got here.

      So I changed my position. I lay back on the cot and brought her over me, nestling her hips above my hard cock.

      Taking control from the bottom, I grabbed either side of that incredible, thick ass and slid her forward and back on my hard length. It was heaven, almost as good as being inside her to feel the way her body tensed as her clit rubbed against the tip of my dick.

      Somehow, the sensation of Zara slowly grinding on me was just as intense as when I was going full throttle with the others.

      Zara threw her head back in a wordless cry as she rocked slowly against me. I ran my hands up from her ample hips, up the deep curve of her tight waistline to play with her breasts, which were small and shapely and made a pleasing sight with her dark nipples fully erect.

      “If you do that, I might come too soon.” Zara’s voice hitched. She bit her lower lip in the most seductive way, and I couldn’t stop my hips from bucking under her. Damn, she felt good.

      “So?” I said, one eyebrow raised. “Isn’t that the beauty of being a woman? That you can come many times?”

      With that, I took hold of her hips again and picked up speed, urging her forward and back against my cock until she sank her nails into my arms—her whole body stiff as she found her first release.

      Then soon after, her second. And third.

      Finally, she collapsed against me after her fourth orgasm in a row. Her eyes were half-lidded and hazed with satisfaction. I kissed her forehead, slightly salty with her efforts.

      “Now the real fun begins.”

      She gave me an impressed look. “That wasn’t the fun part?”

      “Oh no, Zara. That was just the warmup.” I flipped us over once more. She was under me, on her hands and knees, her ass presented in all of its soft perfection.

      There was moisture dripping from her pussy onto her thighs. The desire in her for me to take her like this, doggy style, with her upper body prostrate on the ground, was apparent.

      “You like this, don’t you?” I whispered, my voice even and in control. “When I take charge.”

      She nodded, making a noise of agreement, but there was a sniffle within it. Apparently, I hadn’t yet distracted her enough.

      Leaning forward, I kissed a trail down her spine. “It’s all right,” I murmured. “Nothing can hurt you here. I’ll take care of you.”

      It seemed to be what she needed. Zara swallowed, and seemed to relax. “I trust you,” she said.

      “Good.” I took her hands and pinned them behind her back, eliciting a little moan from her. Then I dove my cock, fully renewed by that trust in me, into her hot, tight pussy, and drove all her worries away once again.

      She moaned again, louder this time. Our connection was deeper than sex. It was need, trust, and fierce passion. I grabbed a handful of her ass and tugged it back toward me until she got the hang of the rhythm I wanted. Then I snaked my hand around her thick, pillow-like thighs and found her clit.

      Zara’s cries of pleasure grew louder. Grunting with my surge of desire, I began slamming into her in earnest until she clenched around me, her body trembling with the tale-tell signs of release.

      “Wait,” I growled, throat dry as I rubbed her clit faster until she cried out in ecstasy.

      “I can’t!” Zara’s voice was a strangled whimper. “I’m going to come.”

      Despite saying this, she waited another minute while I began pumping even faster, racing toward the edge so we could fall over together.

      “Okay,” I grunted. “Now. Come for me, Zara.”

      It was as if I’d flipped a switch. She was suddenly shuddering with her release. The way her body clenched in a death grip around me sent me over the edge as well. I bucked and shuddered, filling her up, gripping her ass tightly with both hands for long moments.

      After we’d calmed down from the heights of ecstasy we had attained, she sighed in pure bliss as the last of the spasms took her. Then she slid away from me and collapsed on my cot.

      “Thank you, Adam. That was amazing. I feel a lot better now.”

      “My pleasure,” I said. I lay down with her, and we both drifted off, content in each other’s arms.
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      Sometime later, Zara left me, and after that I found myself dreaming not of Zara’s perfection, but of Jayloo lying there in such obvious distress. I woke regularly to find myself staring up at the ceiling of my hut, wondering if there was anything any of us could do for her.

      Then a pair of larger earthquakes jolted me out of the half-sleep I’d managed.

      Eventually, I gave up completely and took my turn standing guard, just watching the jungle, looking out for any danger. Nor was I the only one.

      It wasn’t long before Zara joined me, carrying one of the bolts of cloth with her.

      “Figured as long as we’re awake, we might as well make use of our time,” she said. The way she spoke and the hint of a smile she wore suggested our activities together had worked some magic for her.

      It seemed like a good idea. With the two of us working together in easy companionship, we quickly gathered a handful of branches, each about four or five feet long, and about as thick as my thumb. The branches were plentiful. Easy to find. There were plants growing in and around the base that provided all we could use.

      I packed a random tree on the edge of the village, using a hammer from the toolkit and one of the meager supply of nails that came with it to fix one end of the bolt of cloth in place.

      This particular cloth was about was just over five feet in width—or height, given that I was standing it on end—a tough yet lightweight material that had been dyed a uniform bright green. I could have unwound the whole bolt and just wrapped it around the village, and in fact, that’s what I’d had in mind to begin with.

      But Zara had a better suggestion.

      “Let’s just unwrap a short section of it. See if we can make this work.”

      With that thought in mind, I hammered the fabric in place beneath one of the torches on the next tree along, and then we tried to figure out where to go next.

      In my mind, I had envisaged creating some sort of loose lattice with the branches, and smearing a mixture of mud, leaves, and whatever else was available in between. But we quickly figured out that to do this with everything standing upright was borderline impossible.

      “Maybe if we lay it down first,” I said.

      Zara agreed, so we took the nails out and did exactly that, spreading a length of the fabric out on the damp ground.

      It quickly became apparent that this was the way to go. With the fabric laid out flat, we could easily create a lattice by weaving the slim branches together, and instead of trying to balance everything standing up, we could simply lay it out.

      Then I went back to the toolkits that we’d stashed in one of the huts, and came back with a small shovel-type of thing.

      Perhaps it would prove insufficient for the whole job, but for the moment, I figured it would do. Later, if this worked as I planned, perhaps I would use the plasma cutter to carve out a larger shovel or two from the transport panel we’d used as a sled. Then I would join them to one of the poles—I might have to sacrifice a spear for the purpose—to create a full-sized shovel.

      But for now, this small handheld shovel would do. Mud wasn’t going to be a problem. The whole forest was literally being rained on every moment of the day. But that didn’t mean it was easy to get to. The forest floor was covered in leaf litter, and crisscrossed with roots.

      The leaf litter would be perfect for providing structure, the way that straw had been used for this process so long ago. But the roots would just get in the way.

      At the same time, the roots were also the solution. Mud tended to gather alongside the thickest of them, and it proved to be exactly what we needed. Thick, dense, and sticky. All we needed was somewhere to mix it.

      Perhaps I wouldn’t sacrifice the panel from the transport to make into shovels. At least, not all of it, and not yet. Instead, I dragged that panel over from where we had left it, leaned over the top of the large water container that had saved all of our lives and was too big to take inside a hut.

      The panel was curved in just the right way that it acted like a natural bowl, and I harvested more than enough mud to get started.

      With added leaf litter, and some ash from the fire, it wasn’t long before we had a lovely mixture ready to go.

      I used the shovel to scoop it into place, but Zara got in with her hands, kneading the muddy substance into place, making sure that it got into every nook and cranny within the woven branches.

      It wasn’t long before we had completed a section that would be large enough to prove the concept one way or the other.

      “Now, we wait,” I said. At the same time, I was acutely aware that while the canopy above filtered out a lot of the rain, it was still largely damp in the campsite. “Or,” I continued. “Maybe we should take the whole lot closer to the fire, under those canvases, to allow it to dry.”

      Zara managed a smile. “As much as I’d like to see you try that, with this all muddy and wet, perhaps it would be easier to move one of the canvases instead. Just for the time being. And if this works out, maybe we can do the next section over by the fire.”

      It was a good suggestion. Between the two of us, we got the job done. And while we were waiting for the section of wall to dry, we both washed up and then headed toward Sydney and Jayloo’s hut to see if there had been any change.
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      We were intercepted outside by Sydney, who said that Jayloo was sleeping.

      “Has there been any change?” I asked her.

      The environmentalist shook her head.

      There didn’t seem to be much more to say. So instead, I asked a different question. “And how are you doing?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

      Of all the survivors, Sydney had been one of the most cheerful. In that, she was the opposite of Jayloo, and perhaps that was what had drawn them both to each other.

      But Sydney’s expression was devoid of anything resembling cheerfulness, and instead showed a wintry desolation. “Can’t say I’m doing that good, to be honest. I know Uma blames herself for what happened, but in truth, Jayloo only tagged along to give me company. You know how she is with trekking through the jungle. It isn’t her thing. But I wanted to test out my leg, to see how it would stand up under a little pressure. She insisted on coming with me just in case I needed a hand.” She offered a shrug. “Look at how that turned out.”

      Once again, my lack of ability to provide comfort at such times got in my way. But I still did my best. “Well, as I said before, if there’s anything you need, anything that you think might help, just let me know.”

      The environmentalist nodded. “Thank you.”

      There wasn’t anything more to say. Zara muttered a platitude of her own, and the two of us headed back to where we had been working.

      Some of the others were starting to rise. Uma had found our mud and fabric panel and was inspecting it closely.

      “What happens,” she began after a nodded good morning, “if we spread some of the fire over it all?” she said. “Would that help it to dry? Or would it just cause the mud to crack and flake away?”

      It was a good question, one to which neither Zara nor I had a good answer. “Let’s try it and see,” I said.

      We did so, the three of us carrying burning branches from the fire to the panel, spreading them around evenly. I wasn’t worried about our work going up in flames. The fabric was on the other side, and the only thing that the flames got close to was the mud.

      “We could perhaps build the fire up on a raised bed, and slide these sections of wall beneath it,” Zara said. “Sort of like an oven. That might speed up the process.”

      I nodded, thinking back to my training. The Company had wanted their Assessors to be ready for anything. Which meant building an outdoor oven out of clay bricks wasn’t out of the question. But in my mind, what Zara had suggested was slightly different.

      “A pizza oven,” I said. “The type of thing that they build over a conveyor belt.”

      The dark-skinned woman looked at me with a puzzled expression. Clearly, she had no idea what I was talking about. But that didn’t matter. It was still a good idea, and one I intended to put into practice if this test were to work.

      As the three of us waited, Deeve and Kia both turned up, followed by Tess on her crutches. I looked at the medic, wondering if she had some news to share about Jayloo, but it seemed she was just interested in what we were doing.

      Finally, after about an hour or so, I tested the panel, and found that the mud had indeed set. I looked around at all of the expectant faces.

      “Let’s see if it worked,” I said.

      With that, I reached for one edge, and in a careful, fluid movement, stood it up on the bottom edge.

      Part of me expected the structure to break and all of the mud to fall away, leaving us with nothing more than a dirty length of fabric and some sticks.

      To my surprise, it held together exactly as I’d hoped.

      I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride. Even though Jayloo was struggling not too far away, I smiled.

      “Looks like we can build us some walls,” I said.

      After that, it was all hands on deck. Everyone knew how important this was. Sure, the aromatic plant hadn’t failed us yet, but we knew it was only a matter of time. To have something more tangible to help protect us from the monsters that lived among the trees would go a long way to help us all sleep at night.

      But there were problems. The first and most obvious one was how much fabric we actually had at our disposal. And then when Zara made the suggestion that these panels could be doubled, with a layer of mud and detritus between them, that question became even more relevant.

      All of us could see that the suggestion made perfect sense. Instead of a single flimsy layer protecting us against whatever came our way, we would have a real wall, as solid as the side of a building.

      We gathered all of the bolts of fabric together, and unwound it all so we could get an idea of the total length.

      All together, we had close to three hundred yards of fabric. With the double wall construction, that meant we could manage a total of about one hundred and fifty yards. Which meant we could build a circular wall with a diameter of close to fifty yards.

      But the village was much larger than that.

      Which meant we had a quandary. “So, do we go and get some more fabric?” I asked.

      I knew in the back of my mind that we would have to do so anyway. Especially if we wanted to build the wall higher than the five feet or so it was destined to be. The question was whether that was urgent, or if it could wait. “Or do we just do our best to wall off the part of the village we actually use?”

      There wasn’t much of the debate. None of the girls seemed to want me to head away again soon. And while there were perhaps fifty huts in the village, we only really used half a dozen, as well as the fire pit and the water feature.

      In my mind, I could see the layout of that area clearly, and knew that the hundred and fifty yards would just about do the job.

      The others quickly agreed, except for Kia, whose expression had gone blank as soon as we started talking about numbers. But the others assured her that it all made sense, and together, we got to work.
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      It wasn’t all smooth sailing. We abandoned the idea of turning the fire pit into an oven pretty quickly. The only option we had for raising the fire in a way that could still conduct heat was to use the sled as a sort of large tray.

      But even that wasn’t going to be large enough to do a decent job, not without setting up some sort of conveyor belt, and the area around the fire pit just wasn’t flat enough to do the job.

      We thought about using the same idea in a different way, setting up the metal panel on wheels and dragging it over the finished sections of mud and fabric wall, with a fire burning on top. We could have created axles pretty easily, and with the help of the plasma cutter, could have fixed them to the sled without too many problems.

      But there was a decided lack of wheels in this forest. Perhaps we could have chopped down a tree of the right size and carved out a set of rings. But without a proper saw, all that work would have had to be done with our makeshift knives and machetes.

      It just didn’t seem worth it when we already had a simple solution to the problem. We would continue to cure our sections of wall by dropping bits of burning wood directly on top of them.

      Then there was the issue of having the right amount of the right ingredients. Ash, in particular. I’d added it in the initial recipe automatically, given the ongoing rain. I knew that ash was a water repellent. I had figured that adding it to the mix might help prevent the walls from simply melting away.

      But there was only so much ash available.

      We could have built the fire up, but instead, we decided to kill two birds with one stone. Once each section of wall had been cured, we used the ash that was left from firing it for the next section.

      Within a relatively short time, we fell into a rhythm. It became my job to mix the ash with the mud and leaf litter, using my hands, where necessary, alongside the small shovel.

      Deeve and Uma teamed up to work the mixture I created into the branch latticework, which was put together mostly by Kia and Zara.

      It was dirty, tiresome work, but for all that, there was some honesty to it. We could see the results of our labors very clearly in the lengths of wall we produced.

      In a relatively short time, we had half a dozen different sections, lengths of wall between ten and fifteen feet long, stretched out on the ground in different parts of the village, in various states of drying. It was, in its own way, a satisfying exercise, especially as we all knew how important it could turn out to be.

      The only part of it all that was less than ideal was that we couldn’t help but be aware of the gap in our numbers. Perhaps Jayloo would have complained with each passing moment that she was tired, covered in mud, or otherwise dissatisfied with how it all was going.

      But with her in the hut struggling to deal with the toxin in her system, with Sydney and Tess doing what they could to care for her, it was like there was something missing, and each of us knew it.

      From time to time, as we worked, someone would say something, attempting some joke or engaging in banter, and it would fall flat because the rest of us didn’t feel like laughing.

      Even when Deeve inadvertently got mud in her mouth and spent a few minutes trying to spit it out, which led to an unexpectedly sly comment from Kia, the chuckling only lasted for a short time. Perhaps because of this, the day largely felt like hard work with nothing to break it all up.

      Even so, we produced more than any of us might have predicted at the start of the day. By the time we were ready to quit, we had put together perhaps forty yards of finished wall, with another twenty also still in the process of drying. We had even begun putting the finished wall in place around the village, joining each section together with lengths of cable from our supplies, and affixing them to trees like fence posts in the same way.

      So far, our wall was one layer thick, and nowhere near as strong as it would be when we were done, but it was still satisfying to see it come together.

      All going well, we would have the first edition of our wall complete within a just a few days.
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      Cleaning up was a much more somber affair than it might have otherwise been. The water feature around which the village was built, the collection of ponds and fountains that served as a bath and drinking fountains and more, provided ample opportunity for all of us to strip down and wash up, and enjoy whatever associated activities might take place.

      In the short time that we’d been in the village, the girls had become progressively less modest in that area, and I was looking forward to the day where we could all get together for some good clean fun.

      But with the specter of Jayloo’s uncertain health hanging over us, our efforts to rid ourselves of the mud we’d accumulated were sober and pragmatic.

      We cleaned ourselves up, and dried ourselves in front of the fire, while at the same time sharing a meal. All of us had checked in on Jayloo at least once during the day, so we largely knew how she was doing.

      Yet when Tess crutched her way over to join us, several of the girls looked at her with expectant expressions nevertheless.

      The medic took her cue.

      “She’s much the same,” Tess said. “Although, if I’m honest, if anything, she is losing strength. The best I have been able to do is manage her pain, and try to keep her fever down. Beyond that…” the medic trailed off.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing more you can do?” Kia asked. I glanced at the beautiful woman with the alien DNA, and saw that her expression was anxious. Likely, her fractious relationship with Jayloo had morphed into some sort of guilt now that the purple-haired woman was ill.

      “I wish there was. But without the resources available in a modern medical facility—I’m all out of options.”

      Kia frowned. “But that can’t be true. You must be able to save her. If you can’t, if she was going to die, I would have seen it.”

      I looked at the psychic woman anew. Perhaps I had misjudged her. Perhaps it wasn’t guilt so much as a juxtaposition between what she could see happening in front of her and what her talent predicted.

      “I’m sorry,” Tess said, her voice filled with regret.

      I shifted on the tree branch I was using as a seat. There was something I’d been thinking about throughout the latter part of the day. Perhaps I should have mentioned it sooner, but in my mind, it was a long shot, just me grasping for straws.

      “What would happen if someone with a stronger immune system was to get infected by the same creature? Would you be able to use that person’s immune response and somehow transfer it to Jayloo?”

      All at once, I felt everyone’s attention turn my way. I thought that perhaps I should have mentioned this possibility in private. I didn’t want to give the girls false hope, if that was what it proved to be.

      But the medic was already shaking her head. “We’re not dealing with a virus, or some sort of bacterial infection here. We’re dealing with a toxin. It doesn’t work the same way. Instead of your immune system combating the infection, it’s the liver and kidneys that do the bulk of the work. The best we can do is try to keep her fluids up, and hope for the best.”

      It wasn’t the news that I wanted to hear. I returned to the section of fruit I was eating, a delicious, pink-fleshed thing that tasted like a mango with a hint of raspberry mixed in it. It was delicious, but, like the others, I was in no real mood to appreciate it.

      I wasn’t even aware that Tess was still looking at me until she spoke again.

      “Out of curiosity, why do you ask? Do you think that your immune system would protect you better than Jayloo’s?”

      At this, more than one of the others stifled a snort of humor. Tess looked around, confusion evident, and it was clear she didn’t know as much about me as the others did.

      It was Deeve who let her off the hook. With a smile that seemed a little sadder than her usual one, she gestured my way.

      “Adam here is a Superman. He can leap tall buildings in a single bound, and is stronger than a locomotive, whatever that happens to be. If anyone could survive exposure to Jayloo’s toxin, it would be him.”

      Tess looked at me with a speculative frown. At first, it seemed she wasn’t quite sure what to do with Deeve’s words. Then she figured it out. “You’re augmented?” she asked.

      I nodded, realizing that she’d been high on painkillers when we’d had this conversation with Zara. “Added sensors, mostly,” I said. “Subcutaneous mesh. My bones have been strengthened, and many of my internal organs are supported as well.”

      I didn’t go into all the details. My enhancements didn’t seem all that important just at that moment. But Tess wasn’t ready to let it go.

      “What about your general health? Do you heal more quickly than usual?”

      I nodded, not entirely sure where she was going, but willing enough to answer the questions.

      “Do you have nanites in your system?” she demanded, the intensity of her question out of keeping with everything she had said until then.

      I looked at her. “Yes,” I said. The nanites in my system were something I rarely thought about. I knew that there were plans to improve the technology to the point where those with them would be largely indestructible. They were apparently the gateway to immortality. But those I had been injected with did little more than support my existing functions.

      “Then perhaps there might be something we can do after all,” Tess said.

      Uma, Deeve, and Kia all spoke at once, asking various questions. Zara held back, and just waited for her crewmate to continue. But I’d already guessed where Tess was heading, and saw the flaw in her plans.

      “It is my understanding that the nanites are attuned to my system. Yes, they would support liver function. But how would that help Jayloo?”

      Surprisingly, the medic smiled. “What blood type are you?” she asked.

      “O negative,” I said. “Why?”

      Tess’s smile grew broader. “The universal donor. Which means that while nanites are indeed coded to an individual’s system, that coding is far less for you than it would be for someone of any other blood type. It means that your nanites should be compatible with everyone, even if some of their more interesting capabilities might not work as effectively.”

      At this, the others began talking again, and it was clear the general mood had gone from the doldrums to something much more hopeful.

      Tess made a gesture which implied to me that she didn’t want everyone to get ahead of themselves.

      “There’s still no guarantee. All we can do is try it. But even with the aid of Adam’s nanites, it still might not be enough.”

      Tess’s words dampened down the enthusiasm a little. “I’ll be honest. Jayloo is in a bad way. But she will have a better chance with them than without.”

      There was another round of murmurs, but from my perspective, there was only one question that mattered.

      “Only one way to see if it will work,” I said. “You’re the medic. How do we do this?”
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      Despite Tess’s warnings, my spirits were buoyed as the two of us headed to the hut where we kept the salvaged medical kits.

      Both the kit we had taken from the downed Eve transport and the one from Tess and Zara’s shuttle were fairly basic, but Tess herself had managed to pack a few extra goodies, the latter in case of emergencies.

      As well as the expected bandages, analgesics, and the like, this med kit boasted several self-inflating splints like the one Tess still wore on her leg, a canister of emergency tissue repair gel that would be invaluable if any of us got severely injured, and a number of different items I couldn’t name. And exactly the type of syringe that could be used for drawing blood.

      With Tess still being less mobile than me, I dug through the kit, looking for the items she specified. As well as the syringe, she asked for an alcohol swab, an elastic bungee cord and a few other things, all of which came in sealed, antiseptic containers.

      We took everything we needed to Jayloo’s hut, and explained to Sydney what was happening.

      The relief mixed with hope as we told her what we were planning was palpable.

      Yet Sydney wasn’t the sort to burst out crying, or gush prematurely. She understood that this came with no guarantees.

      She did manage a smile. “Just as long as Jayloo doesn’t start exhibiting any of your overtly masculine characteristics,” she quipped.

      I knew that this attempt at humor was a coping mechanism, and chose to play along. “What’s wrong with masculine characteristics?” I asked her.

      “Nothing. If you’re a guy. But can you imagine what it would be like if this delicate, purple-haired woman more than a foot shorter than you started walking around with your sort of swagger? If she started to look at Deeve or Uma with the same predatory expression you often wear?”

      I pictured it, and couldn’t help but laugh. “Sounds good to me,” I said. “In fact, it sounds like something I would quite like to see.”

      Sydney’s smile became more genuine. “Why am I not surprised?” she asked.

      While we’d taken the time to create canvas cots to sleep on, we had yet to build any chairs, so I sat on the empty cot next to Jayloo’s, and Tess positioned herself awkwardly beside me with her leg sticking out at an angle. As the medic grasped my arm and swabbed my skin down, I couldn’t help but look at Jayloo.

      Despite Sydney’s cheerfulness, it was clear that the purple-haired woman wasn’t doing very well. Her eyes were only half closed, but were glazed in a way that suggested she wasn’t really conscious.

      She had a wadded-up piece of cloth on her forehead, no doubt an attempt to keep her cool, and her skin was, if anything, paler and clammier than it had been when last I had seen her. I wanted to reach for her, to tell her it would be okay, but in truth, she was in a bad way.

      “You said you had some sort of sub-dermal armor?” Tess asked, the syringe in her hands hand, the needle pressed up against the inside of my elbow.

      “I do. It’s a mesh. Designed so that it can be pushed aside when needed.” I gave her a grin. “It’s meant to stop sudden damage, like I might get from the claws of an animal, or a collision with a sharp-edged rock. Not to impede surgeons doing their job.”

      Tess nodded. “Okay. Well, it might scratch a little as I’m working my way through.”

      “I’m not afraid of needles,” I said.

      The medic snorted. “Everyone is afraid of needles.”

      I chose not to argue. I figured she was probably right, but it was a matter of degree. There were things out there in the universe that were dangerous enough that for me, a needle wasn’t any concern at all.

      Nevertheless, I did look away as Tess went to work.

      She fiddled around for just a few seconds before getting it in the right place. “There. That’s got it,” she said.

      Moments later, she withdrew the needle, placing a ball of cotton wool on the minuscule wound. “Press on that for a few minutes,” she said. Then she turned to Jayloo, her real patient, and realized that her leg was going to make this awkward.

      “Maybe you could help me. If I could sit on the edge of her cot instead…” She trailed off, but it was clear what she meant. I helped her to get sorted, and less than two minutes later, Tess had injected my blood, my nanites, into Jayloo’s arm.

      The medic held another ball of cotton wool in place, giving the puncture wound time to clot, then taped it down.

      “All done,” she said.

      “How long until we know if it’s going to work?” Sydney asked.

      “Assuming that the nanites in Adam’s blood operate in the usual way, they will replicate within Jayloo until they reach a functional concentration. That will probably take a couple of hours. After that, they’ll go to work, supporting the function of her organs as best they can. How effective they will be, it’s really impossible to say. Which is a roundabout way of saying that I just don’t know. I’m hoping to see some sort of change in the next day or so. But it could be longer. Or it could be sooner.”

      The medic offered a shrug. “Her system still has to do the work. Still has to filter the toxins from her blood.”

      “So, make sure she drinks as much as possible,” Sydney said. “Same as before.”

      The medic nodded. There wasn’t anything else she could say.
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      The earthquakes continued. It seemed that they were a little stronger than they had been last time, and they were occurring over a longer timeframe. Perhaps it was something other than the smaller, red moon that was causing them.

      As for Jayloo, there was no real change by the time the girls and I were ready to begin work again. All we could do was hope for the best as we toiled away, putting in place the sections of wall that had dried overnight, laying out new lengths of fabric, putting the latticework together and adding the mixture of mud.

      Even with all of us putting in the effort, it was slower going than I would have liked, because partway through the day Uma pulled me aside to have a quiet chat.

      “There’s something I’ve noticed that I thought you should know,” the Commander said, her tone serious.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “The plants. I don’t know if anyone else has seen it. But it seems that the flowers are starting to wilt.”

      “That’s what flowers do,” I said. “They can’t last forever.”

      The formidable woman nodded. “Yes, but I’ve been watching. Ever since you came back with Jayloo, with the news that the protection offered was not absolute. I’d actually set Sydney the task, kind of as an unofficial gardener, checking on the health of the plant that’s keeping us all alive. But with Jayloo as she is, I’ve been keeping a close eye on them myself.”

      “And?” I said.

      “And it isn’t just one or two. It seems that the flowers might be seasonal, in some way or another. A lot of them are fading all at once.”

      That didn’t sound good at all. With Uma by my side, I wandered around the village even as the others all continued to work, inspecting the plants as the Commander had already done, seeing for myself the truth in what she had said.

      It wasn’t bad as yet. There were still plenty of the blue-colored blooms about. But in the past, it had seemed that there were always new buds forming behind those that had been open for a while. It had seemed like the type of plant that might be in perpetual bloom.

      But now, it didn’t look like that was the case at all. There were still newer buds forming beneath those that were open, but they seemed considerably fewer than there had been before.

      “Have you spoken to anyone else about this?” I asked Uma.

      “No. I didn’t want to give them anything else to worry about.”

      I nodded. It seemed a good call. “And it isn’t going to change anything anyway,” I added. “We still have the option, if the bloom fades completely, to head out to the edge of the jungle. But I can’t help feel that would be going backward. We don’t want to have to do that. And it’s dangerous to travel, even if Jayloo and Tess were up to it.”

      I was largely just thinking aloud, and shook my head. “I’d much prefer to stay here if we can, fortify our base as much as possible. But moving is still an option if we must.”

      “Makes sense,” Uma said. “We’ll tell the rest of the girls if we need to. As for now, just keep on working?”

      The Commander framed it as a question, and I understood clearly why. She had been looking to me more and more often to make the decisions. Even more with the addition of Zara and Tess to our little group.

      Tess and Zara weren’t part of Uma’s crew, or her passengers. It was almost as if she was relieved to have that assumption of command become ambiguous to the point where she could rid herself of it as much as she wished.

      I was more than happy to pick it up where she left it off. To my mind, Uma was solid. She had a practical mindset, and would be capable in most situations.

      But surviving on a hostile world with few resources and a group of largely untrained women depending on her for survival was not ‘most circumstances.’

      I’d already told her that I would do everything I could to keep everyone alive, and I meant it. And if that meant making the majority of the decisions, then so be it.

      I was just glad that Uma and the others recognized that my background and abilities were invaluable in this environment.

      “Back to it,” I agreed.

      We kept working. We could have extended a single layer of the wall right around the part of the village we were aiming to cut off. Instead, I started to put the second layer up, wherever it seemed easy to do so, and filling the gap between the two layers with mud, branches, anything that I thought would might add to its strength.

      I’d only just begun this process when I decided that the small hand shovel wasn’t up to the task, so I did what I had been promising myself to do. I cut off a curved, triangular corner of the sled and used the plasma cutter on a lower setting to weld it onto one of the poles we had previously used as a spear handle.

      With my new, improved shovel, I was able to get the work done much more efficiently, and I knew that if push came to shove, I could use the shovel as a weapon just as easily as I had used my club in the past.

      About halfway through the work day, Sydney approached with almost her usual smile back in place.

      “Jayloo seems to be improving,” she said. “Her fever has broken. She’s still resting, but Tess said that she is much more optimistic than she had been before.”

      It was the news we had all been waiting to hear, and the rest of the day passed in better cheer than before.

      But it was just as we were all washing up after another long day, with slightly less than half of the wall built—to one layer anyway—when we received the best news of all.

      It was Jayloo herself, looking pale and weak, but with her usual stubbornness in place. She was tottering out to join us, with Sydney by her side, offering her support.

      She was greeted with a round of hugs and positive words from one and all. Even Kia, who had very obviously set any enmity aside, at least for the time being.

      As we arranged ourselves around the fire and passed out yet another meal of meat and fruit, Jayloo chose a spot close to me.

      “Thank you for what you did,” she said. “If it weren’t for the nanites in your blood, I don’t know if I would still be here.”

      It was a surprisingly solemn, serious admission from the purple-haired woman.

      “You are very welcome,” I said. “I’m only sorry it took us as long as it did to figure out it was possible.”

      She nodded, and I almost held out a hand to keep her balanced. She still seemed terribly weak. But Sydney still had her by the other side.

      “You figured it out soon enough. You and Tess both.”

      The medic had joined us as well. She was looking for a seat where her leg would wouldn’t give her as many problems.

      “I might have to draw some more of that blood of yours,” she said. “It might hasten the speed with which my bones can heal as well.” She managed a shrug despite her crutches. “And it wouldn’t hurt to spread them all around to everyone. Just in case something like this happens again.”

      It made a great deal of sense, but Deeve had overheard the conversation.

      “I’m sure Adam won’t mind that one bit. He seems to enjoy spreading himself around.”

      This generated a round of laughter that everyone joined in, and the mood around the campfire was quite different from how it had been just a day earlier.
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      It took four more days to finish the wall. Four days of gathering leaf litter, of cutting slim branches to weave into a lattice, of mixing mud and ash. Four days of positioning each section in the right place, binding it to trees as fence posts, and adding more mud down at the base to keep it all stable.

      Four days of filling the inside of the wall, between the two panels, with thicker branches, mud, and even stones, doing all we could to make it as substantial and solid as we could.

      By the time we were done, the part of the village we used most had been cut off from the rest, with a solid, five-foot wall that completely surrounded it.

      Where there were fewer trees to support it, we had to dig in a few posts made from saplings. But when it was done, I was more than satisfied.

      I would have liked the wall to have been taller. I would have liked to it to have been stouter. But even as it was, it would doubtless prove to be a serious impediment for many potential dangers, and that’s what I was hoping to achieve.

      We’d used up nearly all of the available fabric, and the inside of the village was stripped bare of leaf litter to the point where the undulating roots of the larger trees were clear for all to see.

      I had even used much of the soil, watered down into mud, that had been trapped between them.

      We had created a door, using the cables for a hinge, with a noose that hooked over the stump of a branch as a locking mechanism. Easy to open from the inside, but just about as solid as the rest of the wall from without.

      As we had continued to work, Jayloo had grown stronger, and by the time we finished she had joined in, back to her normal self, complaining about the mud beneath her fingernails even as she did her share.

      While before, her attitude might have gotten under the skin of some of the others, it seemed that everyone was in the mood to be more tolerant.

      When the last panel was firmly in place, when the filling of mud and leaves and stones was beginning to dry, Uma made a suggestion that the others agreed with wholeheartedly.

      “I think it’s time for a celebration,” she said.

      It was clear that all of the girls were in the mood to do so. Cleanup was more boisterous than usual, with plenty of laughter and jokes.

      It would have been good to have had Uma’s bottle of vodka to share around as we had once before, but that was long gone, and I had yet to build anything resembling a still.

      Even so, there was more than just talking and eating. I thought that perhaps, with Jayloo no longer in danger, that now might be a good time to bring out the box of jewelry I’d found and share it around.

      But before I could make a move to do so, Zara found a hollow log that gave a peculiar echo when she thumped it with the flat of her hand. She set up a spontaneous rhythm, and when Tess, still in her inflatable leg cast, picked up two stones and clapped them together as if they were castanets, Deeve let out a whoop of joy and started leaping and dancing around in front of the fire.

      That was all it took. Kia joined her almost at once, adding twirls and spins into the mix, her flowy clothing swirling around her. Uma and Sydney were next, the latter showing no sign of the injury she had sustained to her thigh, and, as if to prove how well she had recovered, Jayloo joined in as well, adding a little chaos into the mix.

      It was good to see them all enjoying themselves on this dangerous world, and I thought that I might just sit back and watch for a while, the jewelry I’d found completely forgotten. But Deeve had other ideas. She called out to me even as she threw herself about, and then the rest of them joined in.

      “Come on, Adam! Get off your lazy butt and get over here!”

      “Adam! Adam! Adam!”

      “Come on, Adam! Get up and dance!”

      “Let’s see what you’ve got!”

      “Adam! Adam! Adam!”

      Even then, I was half tempted to go my own way, just enjoying the view. But again, Deeve upped the ante.

      “I bet I know a way to get him to join us!” she cried.

      With that, she unbuttoned her blouse and tossed the garment to the ground, revealing her luscious beauty for all to see.

      The others all laughed and whooped in sheer joy, and to my surprise, several of the others quickly did the same. To the beat of Zara’s drumming and Tess’s makeshift castanets, Kia’s loose, flowing top joined Deeve’s shirt, then Jayloo’s top with the artistic incisions, and even Uma’s halter top as well.

      The only one who didn’t follow suit was Sydney, but she showed no indication of feeling awkward at all, and in fact seemed to be enjoying the view almost as much as me.

      “Adam! Adam! Adam!”

      This time, it seemed as if all of them had taken up the same chant, and I could no longer see any reason to resist. I heaved myself up from where I had been sitting and moved to join them, to find myself in the center of a group of dancing, twirling, laughing women, most of them with their hands in the air as they welcomed my presence.

      Surprisingly, it was Sydney who made the salient observation.

      “How is that fair?” she demanded. “All the others have lost their shirts, but not you!”

      I turned toward her, a broad grin on my face and one eyebrow raised in question. My meaning was clear enough that I didn’t need to say a word. The others caught my intention and started to laugh.

      Sydney understood it as well, blushed a deep pink, but kept grinning.

      “Do it!” cried Jayloo, and to my surprise, she was looking at Sydney and not me.

      Still blushing, the environmentalist nodded once, and in one quick movement, pulled her top up over her head, revealing what she had kept hidden from me since we had crashed down in the wastes.

      Sydney was among the shortest of the women, and was the stockiest as well. Yet there wasn’t much excess on her at all, and she was in perfect proportion. I found myself nodding my approval almost automatically, even as she stood in place.

      “Now you,” she said. She had a point. I’d lost my shirt to bandages early on, and had taken to wearing my poncho wherever I went. It was a matter of moments before I shrugged out of that, letting it join the pile of clothes on the ground.

      The girls all whooped and cheered, and the dance was rejoined.

      It was a fun night all around, with the only thing that could have been improved being that it wasn’t really night at all, but an ongoing sequence of endless daylight.

      I found myself in the middle of the pile more often than not, with each of them taking turns to dance close to me, brushing their skin against mine at every opportunity, before squirrelling away to be replaced by another.

      Our band, such as it was, seemed indefatigable, with Zara maintaining the beat for the longest time, Tess punctuating it with her rock castanets and the occasional happy whoop, and the rest of us, the original group, just letting it all hang out, celebrating the completion of one more line of defense.
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      Later, much later, when the party came to a natural end and the girls wandered off to their various huts, I was able to bring both Deeve and Uma back with me to mine.

      We continued the party in private, enjoying each other as thoroughly as possible into what would have been the small hours on any world that spun, and after we were all satisfied, replete, and relaxed, we lay there together, Uma on one side of me, Deeve on the other, and spoke of what we still had to do.

      “The wall isn’t enough,” Uma murmured, her voice relaxed and happy. “Is it?” she added.

      “No, I guess it isn’t.” I had to admit that this might have been the best time in the world to discuss serious things. Just at that time, we could have talked about anything, and it wouldn’t have seemed all that bad.

      “I’d like to build it twice as tall, twice as thick as well,” I said. “But even then, it won’t stop those predators that know how to climb. Or the fliers, for that matter, if they should attack from above.”

      There was silence, but no real anxiety. The aftermath of our activities was still holding sway.

      “And we can’t rely on the plant’s aroma to protect us forever,” the Commander added.

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” Deeve piped up. “But it looks like the flowers are starting to fade. I didn’t want to worry anyone by pointing it out, not before the wall was finished. But now it seems to be the time.”

      I smiled into the gloom of the hut, and knew that Uma was doing much the same. So much for keeping that quiet.

      “You’re right,” I said. There did still seem to be flowers, but less than before. Which meant that the protection they offered would be fading.

      “I was wondering,” the athletic woman said. “Maybe we could gather those from the rest of the village. And everywhere else we can find them. Replant them in the walled-off section. Concentrate their effects, and hope that they last as long as they can.”

      It was a good suggestion, and both Uma and I agreed.

      “But even that isn’t going to be enough, is it?” Deeve asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Then what do we do?”

      There was a moment of silence. Despite the topic of conversation, we were still comfortable, relaxed. It wouldn’t have surprised me if one or the other of the women beside me slipped off into sleep.

      But instead, they were waiting for an answer.

      “I don’t know. We need to figure out a way to defend ourselves against aerial attacks. And the climbers, of course. Beyond that…” I let my words fade away. I was thinking of the bigger predators, the nightmare things that we all knew patrolled this jungle. We still needed some sort of defense against them.

      Especially if the protective qualities of the plant did continue to fade.

      For the time being, I had a couple of ideas. But, beyond Zara’s energy rifle, nothing really concrete.

      I let the silence continue, and soon enough, Uma’s breathing turned into a light series of snores.

      This seemed to amuse Deeve more than anything else, and she sniggered into the gloom. But then but it wasn’t long before she also fell asleep.

      For the first time in what felt like forever, I didn’t feel the need to stand watch. Not with the plant’s aroma still active, and the newly completed wall. So I closed my eyes and drifted off to dreamland sandwiched between the two of them.
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      I was pulled roughly from my dreams by the sound of a scream.

      It wasn’t the first time that had happened. Last time, the girls had been under attack by some eldritch horror reaching up through the sands beneath them. My sleep-addled mind conjured similar images again, and before I was fully conscious I’d already hurled myself upright, away from Uma and Deeve who were also struggling to wake, and out of the hut.

      I’d left the spade I’d made leaning against a wall, and grabbed that to use as a weapon. Then I charged through the village, my sensors directing me straight to where the scream was coming from.

      Kia’s hut.

      Without pausing to stop and think, my spade held like a weapon, I charged in, expecting to witness nightmares attacking the psychic woman. I glared about the inside of her hut, teeth clenched and muscles vibrating with the potential for violence.

      But there was nothing there. Nothing save for Kia herself, sitting upright on her cot, her canvas blankets clutched to herself as she stared into the gloom.

      “Kia?” I said. “What is it?”

      The delicate woman drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “It’s coming,” she managed, still focusing on nothing. “It’s coming.”

      I swiftly put two and two together, and knew that for the time being at least, my spade would be useless. I relaxed my grip and went to the woman, sitting close to her on the edge of her cot.

      “You had a nightmare? A vision?” I asked her.

      She turned her overly large eyes toward me, and nodded. “Yes.”

      I studied the woman even as Sydney and Jayloo, who shared the hut next door, both appeared in the doorway. “Tell me about it. What did you see? What do you think is going to happen?”

      She nodded again, and drew another deep breath. “The village… It was under attack. Something monstrous came out of the jungle. Too big, too strong for the walls alone to protect us, and the flower had faded. It was on a rampage, and nothing could stop it.”

      I had to admit, after all the work we had done on the walls, Kia’s words were the last thing I wanted to hear. “Do you have any idea when this might happen?” I asked.

      She shook her head, but bit her lip at the same time, as if she was uncertain.

      I thought about her reaction. “Have you had visions like this before? That came to you in your dreams?”

      This time, she nodded.

      “Did they come true?”

      “Yes. Yes they did.”

      “And how long did they take to do so?”

      Kia understood what I was getting at. I was trying to get a timeline for this latest attack based on how her nightmare visions had functioned before.

      “A few days. Maybe a week at most,” she said.

      I nodded. A few days to a week. I looked toward the door, and saw that Deeve and Uma had joined Sydney and Jayloo, and Zara was there looking in from the side as well. Only Tess was missing, and I figured that was because of her lack of mobility.

      “Looks like we have some decisions to make. A bit of planning as well. Maybe, if we’ve rested enough, we should gather by the fire to discuss it.”

      Even as I spoke, I wasn’t sure there was much to talk about. As much as I hated to admit defeat of any kind, I couldn’t easily see how we could make the village proof against all the monsters in this place, any more than it currently was, within the next week or so.

      The others nodded, with varying degrees of solemnity in their expressions. But Jayloo was grinning from ear to ear.

      It was great to see her back to her normal, pre-toxin self, but I wasn’t sure why she was grinning so broadly. I turned my attention her way, and she answered the unspoken question.

      “Sounds like a good idea,” she said. “But you might want to consider putting some pants on first. You know, to avoid distracting the rest of us as we talk.”

      I glanced down, realizing only when the others caught Jayloo’s humor and started to laugh that I was stark naked. Sitting on the edge of Kia’s cot with my dick hanging out for all to see.

      I didn’t bother to cover myself. Nearly all of them had seen me naked at some point anyway, with the only exception being Sydney.

      With a self-deprecating smile of my own, I stood, held my hands wide, and turned in a circle.

      “Enjoy,” I said, to the general appreciation of them all.
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      Everyone had gathered around the fire once more, including Tess, who seemed to be trying to scratch at her skin beneath the cast on her leg. I had, as the girls had suggested, returned to my hut to find my pants. The fire itself had burned down low while we were all sleeping, but a few dry pieces of wood from our stores were enough to get it going once more.

      The girls were trying to get more details out of Kia, but her answers were frustratingly vague.

      “What sort of monster was it? Can you describe it in any more detail?”

      Shrug. “It was a feeling more than anything else. All I know is that it was monstrous. As tall as some of the trees, and full of teeth and claws.”

      “So, not one of those horrible pseudopod things that turn up around here?”

      “I don’t think so. But even the claws and teeth could just be my subconscious giving a formless fear something tangible to hold onto.”

      Like many of the answers she’d given, this one wasn’t what any of us wanted to hear. Nevertheless, the girls weren’t yet ready to give up on finding out about the threat.

      “And you are certain you don’t know when this will happen?” Uma asked. “Like, could this unknown but massive monster turn up this afternoon?”

      At this, she frowned, but shook her head. “If it was going to show up so soon, I think I would sense it. Like I’ve sensed other dangers before. A looming something approaching.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “There’s something there. But mostly as a result of the dream. It’s like it’s left an echo within me. If I had to bet on it, I’d say that there is no immediate danger.”

      “But you are betting on it, aren’t you?” Zara interjected. “And the value of that bet is our lives.”

      This generated a round of questions and comments that didn’t seem to go anywhere.

      I listened for a moment, then called for quiet. “If Kia is confident that the danger isn’t immediate, then I trust her judgment. She’s been right with everything else she has said.” I could see various degrees of acceptance and uncertainty on the women’s faces.

      “The question is, now that we know a danger is coming, and we’re reasonably sure we have a little time to figure out what to do about it, what are we going to do?”

      Instead of the usual round of voices, this question produced the exact opposite.

      Silence all round. Sydney and Jayloo looked to each other, as did Uma and Deeve. Zara seemed thoughtful, as if she might want to say something, but nobody actually spoke.

      “The way I see it,” I began, “Kia has seen a danger that is too great for us to handle. This monster will break down the walls we’ve made, will ignore the remnants of the protection offered by the plants, and will cause unknown destruction. Perhaps loss of life.”

      I looked at Kia at the last, but she just stared back, neither confirming nor denying the last.

      “So, the most obvious solution is to not be here when it attacks.”

      This generated a subdued buzz of conversation.

      “Where would we go?” Uma asked.

      I didn’t want to answer. “Our only real option is to head back to the wasteland area, outside of the jungle, and wait there until it is safe.” I’d also considered heading back to the containers we’d found, but the swamp they were in made that a less than ideal option, especially when the protection offered by the plants faded.

      By the murmured responses, I gathered that this didn’t make anyone happy.

      “But we’ve worked so hard to build the wall,” Sydney said.

      “For how long?” Deeve asked.

      It was a valid question.

      “As long as it takes for the plants to start blooming to their normal levels again, and for the protection that brings to be back in place.”

      “All that work for nothing!” Jayloo blurted. Although everyone knew she had put in less work than most of the others, we also knew that it wasn’t her fault. And her words reflected our own thoughts. Including my own.

      “It’s not ideal,” I agreed. “We all know this. Just as we know that the wastelands themselves are dangerous, and we will be unprotected. No wall. No ceramic huts, not even the tents we made before, because the canvas we used then has been cut up into smaller sections, and used for all sorts of purposes. And don’t forget, there’s no water out there, and little in the way of food. We will still have to make regular trips back into the jungle to gain what we need simply to survive.”

      “So,” Jayloo said. “It’s a choice between staying here and facing some kind of undefeatable monster, or opening ourselves up to all sorts of unknown dangers that are only potentially less serious.”

      I nodded. She’d summed it up fairly neatly.

      “Sounds fantastic,” she said with a sigh.

      “If we do this,” Sydney asked. “If we run away from everything we have tried to build here, where will it end? Even if we survive this time, will we just run away the next time the plant’s protection fades? Because I can’t see any reason why it wouldn’t do so again. Do you?”

      We all knew she was right.

      “It isn’t ideal,” I said. “If we ever want to do more than simply survive in this world, if we want to be in the position of looking for a way off it, then we will need a certain stability to do so. Believe me when I say that this is not my favorite option.”

      “What choice do we have?” Jayloo asked, sounding defeated and bitter.

      It was, despite the negativity within it, still a good question.

      I drew a deep breath. “The other option is to build up the village’s protections even more than we have.”

      “How?” several of the women chorused together.

      “That is the question. Does anyone have any ideas?”

      Someone suggested building the walls higher, reinforcing them, making them thicker, but someone else pointed out pretty quickly that we would have to go on another quest for more of the fabric, and we didn’t know if we would have time to do so.

      Sydney asked about using fire as a defense, as I had done myself not too much earlier.

      “We would have to harvest a lot more of that flammable sap you found,” I reminded her. “How much of that do you think we could gather in the next several days?”

      The environmentalist’s shoulders slumped. “Not enough. The trees with that sap aren’t exactly rare, but they aren’t exactly common, either. Maybe if we had more time, we could set up a method to gather the sap without being present. Like the latex farmers used to do back on old Earth. But the time to set that up so it would do any real good was a month ago.”

      It was still a good idea, and I figured we might be able to use it in the future. But that didn’t help us very much right at that moment.

      “What if, instead of protecting the village, we just strengthen one of the huts instead?” Tess asked.

      We all turned toward her, and she explained. “Well, there’s that bigger hut, isn’t there? It’s made of that same ceramic material as everything else. How strong is that? Could this monster we are going to have to face tear its way through the sides?”

      We all looked at Kia, who responded with a another, “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe it could,” Tess said. “Maybe we could cover it in a layer of mud and branches, the same type of thing we built the wall from. And give it a proper, heavy door of some sort, the type of thing that would be impossible for a creature to get through. Sure, it might not be comfortable, but there aren’t many of us. We could survive inside there until the danger past.”

      “Like turning it into a bunker?” Uma asked.

      The medic nodded.

      It wasn’t a bad idea. In a pinch, if there was no other option, it might be a good last resort.

      “Good idea,” I said, even though I personally preferred more active responses. “Maybe we should get to work on it, and hope that if we ever have to use it, whatever we’re hiding from doesn’t have the patience to wait us out.”

      I looked around the group of women, and even though there had been a couple of good thoughts, nothing had yet seemed to fire their imaginations.

      “Anything else?”

      I thought I caught Zara hesitating. As if she wanted to say something, but wasn’t sure how it might be received.

      I decided to press her. “Zara? You have something?”

      Slowly, the engineer nodded. “I might have.”

      “Let’s hear it,” I said.

      “Well,” she began slowly. “I’ve noticed in your stores that you have all these coils of cables. Less now that the wall has been built. I was thinking there might be a way to string it up, with the insulation removed, and run a current through it. As a more effective deterrent.”

      I thought about what she was saying. “Like an electric fence type of thing?”

      The engineer nodded. “It wouldn’t be too difficult to build,” she said. “And the cable would be just about perfect.”

      Even though I thought I knew the answer already, I had to ask. “What about the power supply?”

      The dark-skinned engineer actually smiled. “Well, I think we both know where we can find something that might suit.”

      She was right. She was talking about the fuel cells at the crash site of her shuttle.

      “If I remember correctly,” she continued, “there should be two, maybe three more fuel cells within my broken shuttle. I’d only need one for the defenses. You could use the others in whatever way makes the most sense at the time.”
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      “We all could have died last time we were there,” Jayloo said.

      Zara’s suggestion had been greeted with a range of responses. Jayloo was just gifted at making her voice heard over the rest. But she wasn’t alone in her dislike of the idea. Uma was quietly shaking her head, and Deeve was saying that everyone was needed at the village to help out.

      I didn’t like the idea much either. I didn’t want to leave any of the girls alone when there was an unnamed horror approaching sometime in the future.

      But I could see clearly that many of the arguments were born out of fear and anxiety, and didn’t address the realities we were facing.

      I responded to Jayloo’s exclamation first. “Last time, we didn’t know what to expect. The heavy rainfall we experienced at the clearing dampened the protection offered by the plant, and the competing aromas of the newly damaged vegetation only made it worse. This time, we know better what to expect. We’ll keep to the shelter of the jungle as much as we can, and by now, many of those competing aromas would have faded.”

      Sydney was quick to spot the flaw in my logic. “That assumes that the plant’s protection is still viable anyway.”

      I nodded. “It does. And from what we can plainly see, it is. Perhaps it is weaker than it has been. But I see no reason why, if we carry enough, it shouldn’t still protect us.”

      My words seemed to mollify them a little, so I took the opportunity to broaden my argument.

      “And Zara is right. There are three fuel cells left. If she can do what she says, this trip will give us two additional defenses. An electrified fence type of deal, as well as the ability to rid ourselves of even the most formidable predator by blowing the damned thing up, if it comes to that. Does anyone have anything else that could do the same?”

      I already knew the answer to that, and the silence that came as a response confirmed it. Nobody had any other suggestions.

      “Right,” I said. “So, it looks like we have two options. We can run and hide, which in itself is not a guarantee that we’ll be safe, or we can do all we can to protect ourselves and our home.”

      I’d used the hope the word “home” deliberately. I knew that at least some of the girls thought of our little village as temporary. And in truth, I couldn’t help but think of it in the same way.

      I had every intention of continuing to look for a way off this world, and to help the girls back to civilization.

      But for the moment at least, the village we had found, the huts that we slept in at night, this whole place, was our home. Our base of operations. It was an oasis of stability from which I was hoping to be able to build.

      Zara’s handheld device had shown more than one location where it seemed that different spacecrafts had crashed. I couldn’t help but feel that within those wreckages there might be something we could use to our benefit.

      But that could only happen if we had the freedom to explore them. And we could do that a lot more easily if we had somewhere stable we could return to.

      “I know which option I would choose,” I said. “But this choice isn’t as clear-cut as the one we faced out in the wastelands, with the transport slowly sinking into the sand. There is danger in both directions. So how about we put it to a vote?”

      There was a moment of silence. Each of the women seemed to be taking the time to understand the seriousness of the situation.

      But if I thought I would be able to keep my own thoughts to myself, then Jayloo quickly proved me wrong.

      “I remember that other decision we made not so long ago,” she said. “At the time, I was scared. We’d just crashed on an alien world, and I didn’t know what the future might bring. The only thing I could think of was getting rescued, and I thought that staying with the transport was the best chance of that.”

      The purple-haired woman managed a smile. “I’m pretty sure that if we’d done that, we’d all be dead by now. Except for Adam, assuming that he would have gone his own way regardless.”

      She said it lightly enough that some of the others managed a laugh.

      “I didn’t want to listen to him then, but I think by now it’s clear to everyone that Adam’s decisions in this type of situation tend to be right. So, instead of just throwing it open to a vote, tell us. Adam, what would you prefer that we did?”

      I thought about declining to offer my opinion again. But Jayloo wasn’t the only one looking at me with an expectant expression. They all wanted to know what I thought.

      I drew a deep breath. “I’ve always preferred to fight rather than to run and hide,” I said. “If you’re fighting, it gives you the chance to face your enemy head on. You can make decisions on the fly, depending on what you can see in front of you. But if you’re hiding, you can’t see anything at all. You have to rely on luck, the fates, whatever you want to call it, to bring about the outcome you want.”

      Several of the women nodded, although whether out of agreement, or because they understood what I was saying, I couldn’t be sure. But Sydney didn’t seem entirely satisfied.

      “But we wouldn’t be hiding. Not really. Running, sure. But no more than that.”

      I turned to her. “We’d still be leaving the fate of our home to chance. Would still be leaving our long-term future to chance. Instead of doing what we can to take control, we would be reacting to whatever was happening. And I prefer to be in control.”

      “Not all the time,” Uma suddenly quipped, and it was clear to everyone present that she wasn’t talking about the current danger at all.

      The comment was so sudden, and so out of character for the usually straightlaced Commander that for a moment, it seemed that some of the others couldn’t believe what she’d said. Then Deeve let out a laugh, and several of the others joined in.

      For myself, I couldn’t help but think of the first time the Commander and I’d had sex, in one of the pools that formed part of the water feature. She was right. I had been more than content to let her take control at that time.

      And would happily do so again, in similar circumstances. I gave the formidable woman an acknowledging smile, and waited for the laughter to fade.

      “Okay. So, what will it be?”

      “Whatever you think is best, I’ll go with that,” Jayloo said promptly. Several of the others agreed, notably Deeve, Kia, and, perhaps surprisingly, Uma. Sydney seemed to take a moment longer, but in the end, she nodded as well.

      Zara seemed thoughtful. “I haven’t known Adam as long as the rest of you have. But the things you’ve said about him—at first, I thought you were exaggerating. But so far, everything you’ve said has proven true.”

      It was difficult to tell because of her dark skin, but I thought I detected a blush on her cheeks. “I don’t know what this wasteland is, or if it would be any less dangerous to go there than it would be to stay. So, yeah. Same deal.”

      The only one who hadn’t said anything was Tess. As one, we all turned toward the medic, who seemed surprised by the sudden attention.

      “What am I going to do? Stomp my way through the jungle by myself? With a leg that hasn’t yet healed? I’d be lucky to survive a couple of hours.” The woman shrugged. “I’ve always known my best bet for immediate survival is to hunker down and hope the rest of you know what you’re doing. And try to prove useful enough in my own way that you are happy to let me stay.”

      That made it unanimous. We were going to do whatever we could to stiffen the village’s protection in the time that we had to do so.

      “Right,” I said. “We all know it has to be me. But who else? Who wants to come with me to Tess and Zara’s shuttle?”

      I could already sense Uma and Zara both wanting to answer, but it was Jayloo who spoke first.

      “Not bloody me!” she said. “I had enough of that last time!”
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      Zara was an easy choice. As well as the fuel cells, the engineer had to cannibalize the right circuitry to make everything work. And she was familiar with the shuttle as well. It made far more sense for her to come along than it did for her to try to convey to somebody else what we needed to get, and how we could find it.

      But I needed at least one other companion. The fuel cells were heavy. While I could doubtless lug a couple of them back to the village by myself, I would probably need someone else to carry the third. And we were going to have to strip the shuttle of its cabling as well, just like we had done with the Eve transport.

      We had a decent amount of cabling left from the Eve transport—I had overdone it a bit when scavenging that, though it had proved useful over and over again—but more would always be useful.

      Add to that whatever Zara needed, and just my strong back might not be enough.

      There was a quick and robust discussion about who would go, and who would stay. My choice was either Uma, or at least two of the others. And the Commander was willing to go.

      It was just that when I was away, Uma usually looked after the others, and the village as a whole.

      Sydney was also interested in coming along, in part, I suspected, because her injury had meant she had been virtually trapped in the village since we had found it.

      But it was clear for all to see that she had fully recovered, and was itching to get out.

      I couldn’t help but shake my head. “I need you here,” I said. “The others need you here. While we’re gone, everyone who is left will have a job to do. You have to strip the insulation from the cables, exposing the wire beneath it, ready for Zara to work her magic when we return.”

      I could already see Sydney’s protests before I finished speaking, and knew she was about to say that anyone could do that job. I raised a hand to forestall her.

      “And it’s you who can identify the trees with the sap that burns. We might not have enough time to harvest as much as we would like, but anything is better than nothing.”

      The usually cheerful-looking woman’s expression had become surly enough that she might have taken lessons from Jayloo.

      “I thought you wouldn’t want us wandering around outside the walls while you are gone,” she said. She glanced briefly at Jayloo. “Especially after what happened last time.”

      I nodded. She was right. “Ordinarily, I would agree. This is a dangerous place, and it’s better to be safe than sorry. But our need is urgent, and anything we can do to bolster our defenses has to take priority. Take one of the others with you, and keep a close eye out for danger.”

      Of the others, Kia was more than happy to leave this shorter quest to someone else, and Tess still wore her cast. So it was down to a choice between Uma and Deeve, and both of the women seemed to know it.

      It was another standoff, with the muscular Uma almost glaring at the slimmer, athletic Deeve. It was clear that they both couldn’t come with me. They were the two most capable women, so one or the other of them had to stay.

      “You went last time,” Uma said.

      “And that matters how? You’re still the first choice to look after the village.”

      “You could do that just as easily.”

      Before it could go any further, I decided to interrupt. “I’m taking Uma,” I said. “I might need to make use of her strength.”

      Deeve looked disappointed at first, but she recovered quickly enough. She nodded, accepting my decision, and flashed us both a smile. “Well, have fun. And try not to get eaten by anything scary before you get back.”

      There was a bit of preparation that needed to happen before we could leave. I had no intention of lugging the fuel cells back by main strength, and part of the reason we left them behind the first time we were there was that dragging them across the rocky, root-filled terrain of the jungle would have been just asking for trouble.

      Nor were the fuel cells small enough to fit in our usual satchels. So the girls put together a couple of slings, made of the last of the canvas, that should help do the job.

      When they were done, and when we had taken our pick of the protective plants, choosing those that seemed to still be in full bloom, we were ready to go.

      Deeve and the others walked with us to the gate we’d built into the wall. “Good luck,” she said, and her sentiments were echoed by the others. “Come back quickly.”

      It felt like a solemn parting, and the reason behind it was clear. Everyone knew how important this mission was.

      If we succeeded in bringing back the fuel cells, if Zara could work her engineering magic, then we might have a chance of fighting Kia’s monster.

      If we did not, then we would have run out of options. We would have to leave the village behind, and hope for the best.

      I had no intention of letting the latter happen. Not on my watch.

      We said our goodbyes, and the three of us made our way into the trees.
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      The three of us made good time. At first, Zara thought she would have to use her device to try to figure out where the shuttle was, but I assured her I could find it without any problems.

      I set a pace that would have had Jayloo complaining with every step, but Uma was more than capable, and Zara was tough and determined. She wasn’t going to be the one to hold us up.

      Nor did we break very often to rest. As a consequence, the journey took a bit less time than it had before.

      When we came to the scar in the jungle where the shuttle had scythed through the trees, we stuck to the edge as had been discussed, beneath the jungle canopy, to keep the plants from becoming too soaked to function.

      As I had hoped, the overwhelming odors created by the broken foliage had faded into the background. But what I hadn’t expected was the amount of regrowth that had already occurred.

      Only a handful of days had passed since Zara’s shuttle had come down. In that time, the broken jungle had burst forth, putting on a surprising amount of fresh new growth.

      There were shoots extending from the broken foliage to more than a yard. Huge new leaves contrived to hide most of the damage. And several thousand different plants had taken the opportunity to flower.

      There was one more difference compared to last time as well, but it was Zara who noted that difference out loud.

      “Is it darker here than it was last time?” she asked.

      I knew she was right. My augmented senses adjusted to such things automatically, so I had barely noticed. But as soon as she spoke, I put a few things together.

      “It is. Maybe it has something to do with the plants flowering less. Because if it’s darker here, then it’s darker back at the base, but perhaps not so much that we would notice. But if the plants do, then that might be a reason for them to ease up with their flowers.”

      Uma had kept largely silent throughout much of the journey. Of the three of us, she was the only one who hadn’t been here before. “Maybe those earthquakes that have been happening have tilted this world on its orbit,” she said.

      It seemed like a reasonable possibility. Perhaps the moons, hidden behind the canopy and a layer of clouds, were having an effect.

      “I wonder if the change is permanent, or just temporary,” the Commander mused.

      I managed a grin. “Let’s hope it’s temporary,” I said.

      The others agreed, and we continued our journey.

      It wasn’t long before we came to the edge of the crater that had appeared when I detonated the leaking fuel cell. Even though the destruction here was more complete than where the shuttle had given the jungle a trim, new life was already beginning to sprout here as well.

      But more important than that was that for the first time since we’d returned, the three of us could see Zara’s broken shuttle in the distance.

      I was already beginning to plan how we might best do what we needed to do. I would collect the fuel cells while Zara scavenged the parts that she needed, and Uma began stripping as much cable from the shuttle as she could find. Whoever finished their work first would help the others to complete their tasks, and then we could wave goodbye to the broken ship again.

      As we drew nearer, still sticking to beneath the canopy, I noticed something moving through the split in the shuttle’s hull.

      “What was that?” Zara asked. She had seen it as well.

      “Looks like something is inside it,” Uma added, her voice filled with uncertainty.

      I found myself cursing under my breath in the way that Jayloo so often did. In the past, I’d been known to curse a time or two myself, but living with Uma, Deeve, and all the rest seemed to have brought a change in me along that metric.

      Even though no one had complained about my swearing, it seemed like a natural response to curtail it in the presence of the women.

      But right then, it seemed necessary.

      “What the hell?” I said.

      The other two had stopped moving, and were staring instead. From this distance, whatever was inside the broken shuttle seemed surprisingly large.

      “Now what do we do?” Zara asked.

      I gritted my teeth. I’d brought along my shovel as a weapon, in addition to my usual machete. Zara had a spear, and Uma had taken her club, a weapon not unlike the one I had lost.

      “We take a closer look,” I said. “We try to figure out what that creature is, and how dangerous it might be. And then we do our damnedest to evict it from its new home.”

      “Is it the same creature that we had to fight before?” Zara asked.

      I knew what she was talking about. The overly large, sinuous hyena things that had been attacking the engineer and her crewmates when Jayloo and I had come by. I also understood the reason for her hesitation as she spoke. She had lost her brother in that fight. The brother who had been wielding an energy rifle, like the one we had left with Deeve back at the village.

      Idly, I wondered how I might go about finding that weapon. It would do a world of good when it came to dealing with whatever had crawled inside the broken shuttle, especially when all we had otherwise were spears, knives, and a shovel.

      But Zara’s brother could have been carried off in any direction. He could have dropped the rifle at any point. Or he could have held onto it even as the hyena thing had ended his life.

      Short of scouring every square foot for miles in every direction around the shuttle, I could see no way to locate it.

      We would have to make do with what we had.

      “No,” I said, answering Zara’s question. My eyes were sharper than most, and had been augmented. I could see clearly over distances where others could see only a blur. All I needed to do was take a moment and focus.

      “And it seems to be more than one. These things in the shuttle—it looks like they have wings.” In fact, from what I had been able to see through the gash in the shuttle side, the creatures that had taken it over looked like dragons. Honest to fuck dragons.

      They weren’t any larger than the hyena things had been, and they weren’t exactly guarding a horde of gold. Nor did any of them seem to be on the verge of breathing out an enormous gout of flame.

      Nevertheless, even from a distance, I could see that they were clearly predatory in nature. And with several of them—I didn’t yet know how many—taking up residence in the shuttle, each of them perhaps twice my weight and more, I figured that they couldn’t have chosen a worse time to move in.

      “What are we going to do?” Zara asked again.

      We had no energy weapons, and I couldn’t imagine that even if we all worked together, the three of us approaching with spears and a shovel would do anything beyond encouraging the dragon things to defend their shelter.

      “We can’t go back empty-handed,” I said.

      “So what are we going to do?” Uma said, echoing Zara’s words. But at least she had a possible solution. “Find something to kill, and hang it out as bait?”

      It wasn’t a bad suggestion. But even if it worked, we’d still have a fight on our hands if we managed to beat the creatures back into the shuttle.

      Except that maybe we wouldn’t, I corrected myself. After all, we still had the plants, and we had been protecting them from the wet. Perhaps, if we did make our way into the shuttle, the protection offered by the plants would keep the dragon things out.

      And that meant…

      “I think there might be a better way,” I said. “One that doesn’t include going on an impromptu hunt,” I said.

      I had the women’s attention.

      Quickly and efficiently, I outlined what I had in mind. When I was done, Uma and Zara simply nodded, accepting my plan as a done deal.

      There wasn’t any reason to postpone it. The three of us made our way through the jungle, to the far side of the shuttle, taking care to make as little noise as we could along the way.
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      My plan wasn’t complex. It just required a bit of courage to pull off.

      The three of us approached the broken shuttle’s leading edge with increasing caution, threading our way through jungle trees that had been bent and twisted by the hull, but not shorn off completely. It seemed that the shuttle had spun around even as it scythed through the trees, which meant that there wasn’t as much of a buildup of foliage as I had been expecting. But it had dug itself into the ground, raising a decent-sized hill of mud and earth that would make my job much easier.

      “Wait for me here,” I said to Uma and Zara.

      With my shovel left in Uma’s possession, I scrambled up the hill of dirt and debris, and leaped lightly upward, catching myself on the shuttle’s roof with both hands, and pulling myself up until I was standing at the top.

      Knowing that if my plan worked as intended, I wouldn’t need to use my shovel as a weapon, I nevertheless turned back and gestured for the Commander to throw it up to me. Better safe than sorry, I figured, and when I held the metal pole in my grip, I made my way over the shuttle’s hull to where the crack began.

      Carefully, I lowered myself down, resting my shovel to one side, and peeked over the edge.

      I could see the inside of the shuttle clearly.

      My close inspection confirmed it. These things were like dragons. Muscular, powerful beasts, complete with leathery wings and scales that covered their bodies. As big as the hyena things had been, I didn’t know how many I expected to see relaxing within the broken shuttle. But there must have been more than a dozen of them.

      Sinuous, visibly powerful, like many of the creatures I’d seen in this world, they seemed to carry an aura of menace with them. With so many packed into the shuttle’s interior, there wasn’t much space for anything else. It was clear that they’d chosen this new, artificial cave as their nest.

      For the most part, they seemed to be resting, and for this, I was grateful. I didn’t intend to do anything to draw attention my way, not if I could help it, but it was good to see that they weren’t paying close attention anyway.

      Yet that didn’t mean they were entirely static. As I watched, one of the larger of them, a dark, scary beast with a visible scar on its neck, shifted about as if looking for a more comfortable position.

      This monster’s movements led to others responding with dragonish annoyance, snapping without much force or intent at the culprit. The scary beast with the scar on its neck responded with a guttural sound that sounded straight out of the Jurassic, and the lesser creature it had disturbed calmed back down.

      For no reason that I could see, the scarred monster flapped its leathery wings a couple of times, then it found a more comfortable spot and relaxed.

      I realized I had been holding my breath, and slowly let it go. There was sweat forming on my forehead, and not just because the jungle was humid. I’d been this close to other creatures of this world, but only when it was a choice of fighting for my life, or letting them eat me.

      This was the first time I’d had the opportunity to study anything like this up close.

      My augmented sensors were next to useless. They told me that I was looking at a dangerous predator, and estimated the size and weight, all of which I could tell simply by opening my eyes.

      Beyond that, I couldn’t help but think of these things as magnificent. In another time and place, preferably with several inches of some sort of protective barrier between us, I would have liked to watch them more closely.

      But for the moment, these dragonish monsters were in my way.

      And it was my job to do something about it.

      Carefully, making no sudden moves or unnecessary sounds, I fished some of the aromatic plant out of one of the pouches built into my poncho.

      Ideally, I would have liked to lower it into the broken shuttle with some sort of thread. A fishing line would have been perfect. But while we’d taken several tools with us, thread had never been part of the plan, so I did the next best thing.

      I quietly wished the plant well, then dropped it into the midst of them.

      At first, nothing happened. Then one of the dragon creatures gave a snort and raised its head. This motion was repeated by several of the others all at once, and then, pandemonium broke out in every direction.

      The dragon monsters let out bellows that suggested pure terror, and were loud enough to force me to cover my ears. They launched themselves this way and that, apparently without consciously choosing which way to go, which resulted in huge, powerful collisions between monsters.

      By sheer chance, some of them launched themselves toward the broken gash in the side of the shuttle. They got out quickly enough, but some of the others stayed around for a moment to claw at their companions, to shriek challenges and rend flesh with their teeth.

      It was chaos all around, and all I could do was hang on to the roof as the monsters beneath me sorted themselves out. More than once, the whole shuttle shuddered as a dragon pounded into the side, and if I hadn’t been careful, I could have slipped down the side.

      When the monsters did manage to find their way to the entrance, they unfurled their wings and took to the skies. I worried briefly that they might turn around and see me on the roof, or Uma and Zara on the far side. But once one of them chose a direction and headed away, the others just followed.

      It took a couple of minutes, far longer than I had expected, for them to vacate the shuttle.

      As the last of them fled, I felt myself grin. But I still had a good look around inside to make sure before I made my next move.

      It was a good thing I did. It turned out that they had left one of their number behind. To my surprise, I saw that it was the scarred one, the big, dark-colored one that had flapped its wings in anger.

      I wondered why it was still there, and saw that in the fight to escape, it had become wounded. And it seemed confused as well. With one of its wings hanging, obviously broken, it charged about within the main shuttle area, occasionally colliding with a wall, sometimes giving voice to a cry of defiance.

      I was tempted to just wait it out. The plant I’d dropped was still in there, was still filling the air with the aroma that these creatures all seemed to hate. Surely, this blundering fool of a dragon would eventually find its way out.

      But Uma and Zara had apparently grown tired of waiting. The Commander had climbed up behind me.

      “What’s happening?” she asked in a voice that was half a whisper, and half a shout.

      “It almost worked. There’s still one of the creatures to go,” I replied.

      Uma nodded, but didn’t seem to know what to do next. I watched the creature within the shuttle below and considered my options. Finally, I came to a conclusion.

      “Fuck it,” I said.

      With that, I maneuvered myself closer to the edge with my feet dangling over. I cast a last glance at Uma. “Wait here until I give you the all clear,” I said.

      “Huh? What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to give this last one some encouragement,” I said.

      With that, the swung myself over the edge, keeping my shovel held tight, and dropped into the shuttle.
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      I landed lightly and turned to face the dragon monster.

      While I admit that the thought of being an actual, real-life dragonslayer was appealing, I hadn’t decided to face this monster out of any overly developed sense of masculine pride. We needed to get into the shuttle so we could do what we came here to do, and the longer this monster shrieked and crashed about inside it, the more likely it was that some larger, scarier predator might take notice and come looking.

      To my mind, this dragon creature was like a bait fish on a hook. If it would just shut up and stop messing around, everything would have been fine. But as it was, it could be attracting every large predator within hearing distance.

      At the same time, this was a dragon. Or as close as anything I’d ever seen came to that mythical beast. There was a part of me that didn’t want to hurt it unnecessarily.

      If hurting it was even possible for a mere augmented human.

      “Ha!” I bellowed at it. I drew my oversized knife and bashed it against the metal pole of my shovel. “Ha! Get out of here!”

      Of course, the wounded monster’s first response to my challenge was to rein itself in, glare at me through pain-maddened eyes, and charge directly at me.

      I hurled myself to one side, out of the way of the beast, resisting the temptation to yell ‘Olé!’ as more than a ton of meat, scales, claws and teeth clattered by.

      I moved quickly enough to watch the monster crash into the far wall, right itself, shake out its wings as best it could, and set itself once again.

      If I had to put money on it, I would have sworn that dragon thing grimaced when its broken wing refused to play ball. But it was a true monster, made up of madness and fury, and I had inadvertently given it a target.

      Ignoring the aroma of the protective plant as if it wasn’t there, the dragon thing set itself to charge once again.

      Or perhaps it wasn’t ignoring the effects of the plant. Perhaps the plant simply added to the madness I could see in front of me.

      “Steady!” I yelled at it, putting all the force I could muster into my voice. “I don’t want to hurt you! I just want you out!”

      I didn’t have time to say anything else. The monster charged my way again, and once more, I had to skip to the side. This time, I clouted the beast across the muzzle with the flat of my shovel, a hard, heavy slap designed to turn the dragon’s head away.

      It worked, and I skipped to safety again. But instead of getting the monster closer to the exit, it was angled further into the shuttle.

      I fleetingly hoped that that these creatures hadn’t damaged anything Zara might need beyond repair, and called to the monster again.

      “Ha!” I bellowed. I’d positioned myself with my back to the gaping hole in the shuttle’s side. If I could get the monster to charge me again—

      That proved to not be a problem. The dragon was enraged beyond all semblance of restraint. It charged toward me again, its good wing flapping as much as it could within the enclosed space, more than a ton of angry, sharp teeth and meat bearing down on me.

      I raised my shovel and blade in front of me as if I was forming a cross to ward off the devil, and felt the shuddering impact as the monster connected.

      This time, I hadn’t managed to skip away quite fast enough, and the glancing blow was enough to spin me around, and I almost lost my footing.

      I heard a gasp from above, and knew that Uma was watching the battle.

      “Stay back!” I bellowed, and I couldn’t have said one way or the other if I was talking to her or to the dragon before me. Either way, instead of continuing out into the open space, running away from the plant’s aroma as I had planned, the monster turned once again.

      It looked at me not as its prey, not as its rival, but as some form of mortal enemy.

      I did the only thing I could think of. It was crazy. Completely insane. Yet, just at that moment, it made more sense than anything else.

      Raising my voice to the heavens, uttering a roar that matched the dragon’s in volume and fury, I lifted my shovel, aimed it as if it was a lance, and charged with everything I had, intending to use my own weight and strength to force the beast out, or otherwise present too much of a threat for it to want to deal with.

      I used my other hand as well, dropping my oversized knife to get a better grip, and charged at the monster for all I was worth.

      At the last moment, the dragon reared up on its hind legs, flapping its wings as best as it could as if answering my challenge.

      I wasn’t just posturing. I had a full head of steam, and I wasn’t slowing down.

      My shovel was no more than a rough triangle of metal, carved from the one corner of the sled and welded in place. It was a useful tool, but was also quite different from any shovel I’d ever seen, available on all the worlds I had visited.

      For one thing, the point of my shovel was sharp. It was curved enough to heave clods of dirt this way and that, but on the whole, it was closer to a giant arrowhead in shape than anything else.

      And it wasn’t just the point. The edges were sharp as well. I’d never bothered to try to blunt them, reasoning that ongoing work would do that as required.

      So far, that hadn’t happened. So when my overly sharp, pointed, arrow-head-like shovel met the dragon creature’s flesh with my full weight behind it, it was more than enough to punch through the scaly hide over its chest.

      The dragon creature’s screech turned from one of challenge to pain, and it wrenched itself back and forward, tearing the shaft of my shovel out of my grip. It performed a series of acrobatics that would have put the most hyped-up display by any athletic house cat to shame.

      It was all I could do to throw myself out of the way, but by then, the dragon wasn’t paying me any attention. It was in agony, my spade buried deep in its chest, maddened by the aroma, driven completely insane by what I had done.

      There was no thought at all in its final frenzy. All it was trying to do was get away from the pain I had given it. It flapped its wings, buffeting me with its good one by sheer accident, and crashed around, always within the shuttle, never even looking like it was going to head out, for far longer than I would have thought possible.

      But the wound I had given it was mortal.

      After a minute, its acrobatics grew weaker, and its vocal protestations started to fade.

      A minute more, and it collapsed, all of a sudden, onto the floor. The stricken monster clawed feebly at the handle of the shovel protruding from its chest, and glared at me in mindless rage as if even now it would attack if it could.

      It gave one last shriek, a mere echo of its earlier efforts, then seemed to deflate all at once.

      It was dead.

      I heaved myself back to my feet and approached with caution regardless. But if this thing was faking, it was better at faking its death than anything I had ever seen.

      With some regret, I reached out and touched the shaft of my shovel, but there was no thrum of life conveyed to my fingers from the monster’s corpse. With considerable regret, I tugged the shovel first one way, then another, then twisted it a little to align a with the wound it had made, and pulled it out.

      The dragon was dead. It didn’t move, or give any indication that it clung to life.

      Finally satisfied, worn out from my efforts, and more than a little drenched in sweat, I called out to the others.

      “Uma! Zara! You can come in now!”

      

      Working quickly and methodically, we did what we came to do, stripping the shuttle in the way that we hadn’t been able to do the first time around. I got the remaining fuel cells out easily enough, and then, as planned, helped Uma strip as much cabling from the ship as we could in the time that Zara took to scavenge the resources she needed.

      At every moment, I was grimly aware that there was the carcass of a dead dragon inside the shuttle, and that carcass would no doubt be very attractive to any nearby predator or scavenger.

      With the pungent aroma of the protective plant still in effect, I figured there was a good chance we would be okay, but I kept a close eye on the opening anyway.

      Luck was with us. We completed the work we needed to do with no real interruptions. A couple of inquisitive fliers buzzed in quickly to take a cursory look, but that was it.

      The three of us were fully loaded, with Uma taking one of the fuel cells and me taking care of the others. I also took the lion’s share of the cabling, while Zara kept the components she scavenged in her satchel.

      “You’ve got everything you need?” I asked her.

      “There’s always a chance I missed something,” she said with a wry grin. “Something I haven’t thought of. But I’ve taken enough random stuff that if so, hopefully I’ll be able to figure out something anyway.”

      She gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I don’t want to have to come back here for something stupid I should have picked up this time.”

      With that reassurance, we were ready to go.

      As we’d done on the way there, we stuck to the shelter of the jungle as much as we could. The plants were still protecting us, and I had no intention of putting that protection at risk.

      Weighed down by our respective burdens, it wouldn’t be as easy to fight off a sudden attack. At the same time, I was carrying so many coils of cable that they would offer me some protection, and while Uma wasn’t carrying as much, perhaps the cables she did carry would be enough to protect her as well.

      Which meant all we would need to do was protect Zara, if it came to that, and we should be okay.

      That said, the plants were still doing their job.

      We made good time, and the jungle predators kept their distance.

      In about the same time as it took to cover the same distance before, we made it back to the village.
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      The girls had made good progress stripping the insulation from the cables, creating a decent pile of naked wire, an alloy of copper that had been specifically designed to conduct power throughout modern starships.

      They’d also gathered a couple of gallons of flammable sap, which was good as far as it went. It would keep the torches burning over the wall, and perhaps keep the more wary predators away.

      But there was nowhere near the quantity needed to create a more effective barrier, like a moat, or anything like that. Perhaps, if we’d had some glass jars, we might have made an effective Molotov cocktail. But all we had were a few containers salvaged from the Eve transport, all of which had been designed to resist breaking as much as possible.

      Nevertheless, even having this much of the substance was a considerable win.

      The girls had been less successful at covering the larger of the huts with an extra layer of protection. Part of the reason for this was that the best tool for the job was my shovel, and I’d taken that with me.

      Nevertheless, the progress that had been made was good, and everyone seemed happy to keep working when the three of us arrived with more cable.

      As well as stripping the insulation from the new cabling, we strung it up in a zigzag pattern above the wall, giving that wall an extra few feet of height.

      But it was Zara who had to do the most important part of the work.

      She claimed a space close to the fire pit and spread out her tools and components, and asked me to place one of the fuel cells before her.

      “The fuel cells are an ongoing chemical reaction,” she explained. “That’s why it is so volatile, and why any actual leak is something to fear. What that chemical reaction is doing is setting up a vast electrical potential that is all we need, if we can capture it, to accelerate a starship up close to lightspeed. Some people have called it the power of a miniature sun contained in a cylinder about the size of a man’s thigh. And in part, that’s exactly what it is. But for us, that presents a bit of a problem.”

      It seemed that Zara was one who liked to explain things as she worked, and I was more than happy to listen.

      “What problem is that?”

      The engineer offered a smile. “We’re not trying to power a starship. What we need to power our makeshift electric fence is much, much less than the fuel cell is capable of.”

      As she talked, she was laying out a series of components, none of which I could name, on the ground before her. To my surprise, she added her handheld device to the mix, and joined them all with a series of small, component-specific cables that had obviously been designed for the task.

      “Fortunately, as well as powering the starship drives themselves, fuel cells also power the more general electronics. Navigation. Life-support. Communication. Even the lights on board the ship. Which means that the fuel cells have been designed to allow different levels of draw, depending on the function that power is to be used for.”

      She looked at me. “If I’d had to recreate that mechanism from scratch, I don’t know that I would have been able to do so. Fortunately, it was all available, all set up and ready to go, within the shuttle itself. All I need to do is connect it, pick the right output mode, and make any adjustments that are necessary to avoid frying the cables completely, and we’re done.”

      So saying, she attached to leads to the fuel cell, started the handheld device up, and flicked through a bewildering array of engineering control screens until she found the one that she wanted. Two seconds later, the engineer smiled at me once again.

      “And just like that, we’re ready to go. Connect the cables to this input and output and we’ll see if it all works.”

      I was impressed. I had thought it would be a much more complex task, judging by all of the different components the woman had salvaged. I indicated some of the components Zara hadn’t yet used. “What are they for?”

      The dark-skinned woman’s smile grew broader. “Well, I figured that as long as we have the power for it, wouldn’t it be a good idea to use it to charge that energy rifle? And that plasma cutter you seem so fond of as well?”

      I had to laugh. It was a good idea. Now, if we could somehow find another few energy rifles, and maybe an energy cannon as well, then we might be able to face this world more head on.

      Between the two of us, we carried the fuel cell and the control mechanism over to the wall where we had left the two ends of the cable structure dangling. Zara attached one of those ends into the output port and the other into the input port, and looked at me one last time.

      It wasn’t just us over by the wall. Most of the others had gathered as well, including Tess, who, while we were away, had removed her inflatable cast. She still supported herself with a crutch, but it seemed that she was healing quickly.

      It was clear that what Zara was doing was critical to our ongoing protection, and they were interested in finding out how it would go.

      With a flair for the dramatic, Zara glanced at them all and raised an eyebrow. “Shall we see if this works?” she said, and with muted excitement, many of the girls suggested that she should.

      Zara touched the screen of her handheld device, and everyone heard the response. It was a low, ongoing buzzing sound that seemed to hang in the air. And while there was no visual difference, it was clear to all that our electrified barrier was in place.

      “It’s not perfect,” Zara said, swinging to self-deprecation after a moment of pride. She indicated the large gap above us. “Ideally, we’d string this cable over the whole village to keep unwanted nasties from dropping in on us from above. But we’ll have to gather a lot more cable for that. For now, this will give any nasty forest creature trying to get in more than just a shock.”

      “How strong is it?” I said.

      “Well, let’s put it this way. You wouldn’t want to touch it and find out.”

      I was more than pleased at what we had accomplished. When we first came to the village, we’d had to rely on the invisible protection of the plant’s aroma. But with everything that had happened, it was clear that it wasn’t going to be enough.

      Now we had built a wall, and with Zara’s expertise, we’d topped that wall with three feet of zigzagging, electrified fence that would make it all but impossible for anything but the most determined predator to get through.

      And even then, I could use the remaining fuel cells as oversized explosives if I needed to do so.

      For the first time since I’d joined up with the girls, I was actually comfortable.

      No longer did it seem like the dangers of this world would be beyond us. For the first time, it seemed that we had what we needed to truly survive.

      I looked around to all of the girls who were present. Kia was there, looking at the new, improved protective barrier with wide, dreamy eyes.

      “Kia?” I said. “What do you sense now? Anything more of that big danger that was coming our way?”

      The psychic looked uncertain for a moment. Then she nodded. “I think it is still there. Still heading our way. But … it feels like the danger is less.”

      It was good enough for me. I looked around to all of the women. “Well, if that isn’t a good enough reason for a celebration, I don’t know what is.”

      My pronunciation was greeted with a round of impromptu whoops and cheers.
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      Even without anything alcoholic to drink, we partied quite successfully. Zara and Tess once again provided the music, and the girls and I danced around the fire. This time, I remembered to bring out the box of jewelry I’d kept hidden since picking it up from one of the containers.

      I opened it and said that everyone could take their choice, and it was like a horde of vultures descending. Happy vultures, it was true, but vultures nevertheless.

      Jayloo came away with a colorful bracelet that matched the tint in her hair. Uma gained a pair of dangly earrings that were way more feminine than what she customarily wore. Kia, Deeve, and Tess all chose necklaces of various types, leaving Zara with an ostentatious finger ring that seemed to please her immensely.

      Of them all, only Sydney seemed to hold back, although it wasn’t out of any particular aesthetic. The environmentalist eyeballed the jewelry box with the same sort of ravenous intensity that the others had exhibited as well.

      But instead of reaching in and taking her choice, she spoke with Jayloo instead.

      It might have been a mistake. The purple-haired woman laughed out loud and spoke in a voice that everyone could hear.

      “You think he’s marking his territory? Ha! Look, if it makes you feel better, Tess picked something as well. And if you don’t feel that you qualify, there’s a way to solve that, isn’t there?”

      The environmentalist blushed and shot a glance my way. Then, to the tune of the others all laughing at what Jayloo had said, Sydney approached, and plucked out a bracelet, a match for Jayloo’s own.

      Once again, I was reminded that Kia had once said that all of the girls would eventually feel comfortable sharing me, and I couldn’t help but think that Sydney’s look suggested she might be open to the idea.

      Nor had this been the first time I had gained that impression. And perhaps Jayloo had spread the word of this to the others. If she did, she was more subtle about it then she usually was, because I didn’t catch wind of it at all.

      All I knew was that when it was time to retire, I found myself surprisingly alone.

      Not even Deeve seemed willing to join me in my hut. When I suggested it to her, the athletic woman had shaken her head, offered a knowing smile, and said, “Not tonight.”

      Nevertheless, when I entered my hut, it turned out I wasn’t to be alone after all. Jayloo knocked at the doorway before I had settled in, and to my surprise, Sydney was there with her, looking shy and a little uncertain.

      But Jayloo showed no shyness at all as she charged in with Sydney in tow.

      “I figured you wouldn’t mind,” she said. “Sydney has been wanting to try you out for a while now. Ever since I reported back to her, if not even earlier, if truth be told. But she’s a little bit shy, and doesn’t have a lot of experience. With men, at any rate.” The purple-haired woman’s smile grew broader. “I thought she might be more comfortable if I was here as well.”

      I looked from one of the women to the other. Despite Sydney’s shyness, she seemed determined. So I answered Jayloo’s smile with one of my own.

      “Works for me,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Using deft movements, I tied the doorway curtain back, letting in the eternal twilight coat the inside of my hut in soft, unearthly light. I figured Sydney might appreciate the opportunity to see.

      I turned to the two women, studying them. They seemed very comfortable together, but when I moved closer, Sydney tensed, her shoulders rising all the way to her ears. Her eyes closed, as if she expected me to jump right in to plowing her body.

      It was little wonder when I thought about it. Jayloo had probably told the woman that I’d fucked her into next Tuesday. Hell, Sydney was probably one of those who had applauded.

      So I backed away a little and made a suggestion. “How about we start things off with a striptease?” I said. I was thinking back to the fire pit where we had all danced to Zara and Tess’s rhythm.

      Jayloo clapped her hands, unexpectedly bouncing up and down like a kid getting a puppy for Christmas. She swept a purple lock out of her face, cheeks flushed with anticipation.

      “Fuck yeah. That’s hot,” she said.

      Sydney had cracked one eye open in surprise. After a moment, she gave me a short, agreeable nod.

      “I’d like that.” Her voice was naturally high pitched, scaling even higher when she met my eyes.

      Jayloo wasted no time. With Sydney and me both perched on the edge of my cot, she put herself in full view as she shed her clothes, slowly and sensually, dancing to a tune in her head. One item at a time hit the floor. My cock stirred to life as she ran her hands up and down her body, stopping to play with the nipple rings I loved so much.

      I drank in her form. The smooth skin was tan from her time out in the sun, her eyes slightly crazed in a way that made my blood boil.

      Sydney seemed to be enjoying the show just as much as me, because her fingers had snaked down to touch the sensitive spot between her own legs. She ran a pink tongue over her lower lip, moistening it.

      I stifled a groan as Jayloo finished with a surprisingly graceful pirouette that gave me and Sydney a full view of every part of her. Then she looked at me with an expression that was a challenge, and I knew what she wanted.

      Without a word spoken, I traded spots with Jayloo and began to confidently undress. But my movements were different. Where Jayloo wiggled her hips, swaying in an erotic dance as she freed herself from her clothes, my movements were controlled, and I made a point to show off my physique.

      Both women seemed to melt as they watched me strip off my shirt, unbuckle my belt, and free my cock from my pants. It was a fairly short performance, done to the tune of loud whoops from Jayloo and appreciative noises from Sydney, whose regular smile was back firmly in place.

      Then it was Sydney’s turn. Her smile never faltered as she took the stage to Jayloo’s whistled appreciation and vocal encouragement.

      “Come on, girl! Let’s see it!” she called, as I sat behind her, playing with her nipples almost absently as I awaited the show.

      The environmentalist suddenly blossomed into a woman of confidence. She gave us a true dance, full of twists, turns, and erotic glances while she shed her clothes. I’d seen her partially naked before, but this time she didn’t stop at just removing her top.

      Her pants already gone, she bent over, doing a swan dive as she took her underwear off, dragging them all the way to her ankles. This gave us a full view of her ass, presented to us like a slice of cake.

      Both Jayloo and I voiced our appreciation, in different ways. Sydney had the most beautiful pussy, with pale pink lips that parted like a flower and her wet insides clenching, searching for something to fill her up.

      Jayloo and I moved as one. She took Sydney’s front, kissing her and fondling her ass while I dropped to my knees to worship that part of her I knew I’d be fucking soon. With soft kisses on her clit, I did what I could to help her unleash the sexy slut that was resting under the programmed layers of a ‘good girl’.

      She pushed back, rubbing her soaking pussy on my face.

      There was no more need to postpone the main course. There was no making it to the bed. We were all too invested, plus I doubted there would be enough room to do all the positions I wanted to try with these two.

      So I lay down on the floor, on a square of canvas I used as a mat, in the middle of the room where there was the most light.

      Someone, I don’t know who, circled the head of my dick with their tongue before taking me into their mouth. Warm. Moist. Bringing me to the edge of my limits as I worked on Sydney’s clit with my tongue and scoured the tangle of our bodies to find Jayloo’s core.

      The moans started soft and desperate, with each girl riding and grinding their most sensitive parts on me. I kept at it, feeling Jayloo starting to crack under her own arousal as I slipped two fingers inside her, using my thumb to work her clit as I finger fucked her. Her soft moans turned to feral screaming within minutes.

      The mouth on me swallowed me deeper and deeper. It was hard not to thrust my cock into the woman’s soft mouth. I wanted to feel my entire length surrounded by soft flesh.

      So I pulled away from Sydney’s body and, with a couple of light taps on her ass, I let her know it was time for the finale. Turns out, Sydney was the one giving me the amazing blow job. She twisted around to face me as I requested, not a drop of hesitation in her now.

      The no longer shy girl moaned with abandon as I rubbed my dick along her pussy, letting her get used to the feel of me from the outside first. My hands never left Jayloo, who was getting close. I could tell by the way her body bore down on my fingers, humping my hand with the slow, fast, slow tempo that she seemed to prefer.

      Sydney was beginning to go a little crazy as well. Every time she dragged her little nub across the head of my cock, we’d both let out a synchronized sound. Hers was a high-pitched squeal of pleasure, with her eyes rolling back in her head as if she were praying to God that she would find her end quickly. My own was more guttural, a growling sound from deep in my chest that basically meant the same thing.

      Unable to hold my body back, I positioned myself at her entrance, but before I could ask if she was ready, she sat herself down hard on my cock.

      I had to use every trick in the book to keep from spilling myself into her right then and there. Sydney began to grind her hips against mine at the same time as Jayloo cried out her release with a glazed look of bliss on her face as she shuddered against my hand.

      “Not so fast, my little environmentalist,” I said, removing my hand from inside Jayloo as she collapsed after her last shudder of pleasure. “I believe I am in control here.”

      So saying, I flipped us about, staying inside her as I did so. She squealed in delight as I yanked her legs up over her head in a way that allowed me the most access, and began to drive home.

      She’d come willingly after hearing about Jayloo’s experience, after all. She might have been a little scared at first, but now that she knew there was nothing here but pleasure, I was determined to give her what she came for.

      I plunged into her depths faster and faster, until she was a thrashing, lust-filled puddle of goo beneath me, her body making dirty squelching sounds that were like music to my ears.

      “Harder,” she said, one of the first coherent words she managed since we’d begun. “Faster. More, more, more!”

      What was a man to do but oblige? I grinned as I pinched one pale pink nipple with one hand, and tickled her raised, hard clit at the same time with the other. I upped the ante by making the last three thrusts nearly brutal with their intensity.

      But the scream ripping from her throat spoke nothing of pain. The sound of Sydney orgasming underneath me was my undoing. I gave one final hard thrust and exploded everything I had, and we were finally done.

      Together, the three of us collapsed, not even bothering to climb onto the bed.

      In minutes, all three of us were asleep.
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      The big monster that Kia predicted did happen along, just a couple of days after Zara had erected her electrified barrier. By then, the plants had almost stopped flowering completely. The aroma they offered as protection still lingered in the air, but it was very much less than it had been at its peak.

      The monster was exactly as Kia had described. A huge thing, full of teeth and claws, but it seemed hungry as well, as if previous hunts had not gone its way.

      Forewarned by the psychic, all of us were within the village walls when it came, and perhaps if that was all we had to defend ourselves, it would have gone badly.

      But with Zara’s additions, the monster seemed hesitant. It attacked some of the wiring, but pulled back in pain at the sizzling shock it gained as a result.

      But this thing was stubborn, and might well have continued to attack if I hadn’t taken up a position in the lower branches of one of the trees that grew within the village wall.

      I had Zara’s energy rifle with me, and with her ability to recharge it, I felt no hesitation at all in unleashing everything that it had.

      The monster was tough. It withstood the barrage of blasts that would have sent anything less to the ground. I thought for a moment that I would have to make use of one of the other fuel cells as I’d done before, using it as an explosive to take this thing out.

      But finally, the brute seemed to get the message. It uttered an ear-piercing shriek, turned on his heel, and lumbered away.

      The girls had all hidden within the larger hut that we had strengthened, and when I told them the news, they responded with shouts of glee.

      We’d done it. Even without the protection offered by the plant, we had made our home proof against the worst that this jungle could throw at us. And it was only going to get better from there.

      Perhaps my regular excursions were over for the moment, at least until the plant began flowering properly again.

      But I had no doubt that it would, and I looked forward to when that happened.

      Because there were other targets that Zara’s ship had identified. Other potential crash landings to be investigated.

      And with my girls safe in the village, there was nothing to stop me from doing that investigating.

      We had done well to survive on this dangerous world, and we had something good in the village.

      But I’d made a promise to Uma, and to the others.

      Survival wasn’t enough.

      Somewhere on this world there would be an answer to the question of whether we were stuck here forever or not.

      And if I had to put money on it, I would have bet on the latter.
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      Thanks for reading!

      This book was a lot of fun for me, and hope you've enjoying reading it. If so, here are some things you can do:

      1.    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.

      2.    Tell your friends. Share the book in your groups. ALL of them, as many as you can. It really helps.

      3.    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

      Beyond that, if you want to get in touch with me (or find a typo or some other monster), hit me up at author@jackporterwrites.com.

      Thanks in advance for your help, and I look forward to writing many more stories in the future.

      -Jack
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