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      “Cryo pod integrity breach. Emergency resuscitation procedure commenced.”

      It was the first thing I heard when I started to come back to myself. A metallic voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once, and which repeated itself again and again, almost as if it was some form of alarm.

      At the same time, I felt a burning sensation, like a fire being lit inside me, as a cocktail of chemicals was dumped into my veins.

      My skin burned as if I had been dropped in acid. I felt nauseas and sweaty, and my head was throbbing to the tune of my fast-beating heart.

      Somewhere in the back of my brain was the idea that I might have been hanging suspended at an unusual angle.

      Within the confines of my cryo pod, I took my first gulp of air in what might have been months and almost choked on the acrid, smoky taste it left in my mouth.

      “What the fuck?” I grumbled, still not fully in control of myself.

      “Cryo pod integrity breach. Emergency resuscitation procedure commenced.”

      I frowned. The chemicals burning their way through my veins were sparking life back into my flesh, but it was far from pleasant.

      On earlier journeys, they’d made me nauseous, but this was worse. Almost as if the resuscitation procedures had been accelerated.

      I shook my head, grimacing in discomfort. “Let me out of here,” I grumbled, instinctively trying to move, to fling the cryo pod open and climb out.

      It was then I remembered my restraints. That my wrists were bound by thick chunks of metal with a length of chain joining them, that length of chain strung behind me so that my own weight prevented much movement.

      My ankles were bound in much the same way, the chain connecting them long enough to allow me to hobble about, but not to run.

      And that chain was bolted to the cryo pod itself.

      “Cryo pod integrity breach. Emergency resuscitation procedure commenced.”

      I grimaced again, trying to block out the noise, trying also to figure out what was wrong, even as the feeling returned to my limbs at a much faster pace than it should have done.

      I coughed, choking on the smoky air, and I finally remembered to open my eyes.

      Instantly, a flood of data appeared before me, a barrage of information about my immediate surroundings, courtesy of the augmentation I had been given. I made a groaning sound, jammed my eyes shut once again and shook my head in an effort to clear it.

      “Too much,” I muttered. “Too much.”

      Too much for my drug-addled brain to process, too much, too soon. I mentally toggled the off switch, grimly aware that the only useful piece of data I had taken on board was the ambient temperature.

      57°C. 135°F.

      Much too hot for comfort, and in a temperature-controlled cryo pod, such temperatures should have been impossible.

      “What the fuck?” I said again.

      I blinked the sting of smoke away from my eyes, and for the first time since they’d closed the lid on me, I looked, really looked around, peering through the clear, crystal screen in front of me.

      Somehow, I was no longer hurtling through space at a fraction under lightspeed.

      Instead, I was on the ground, upside down, on an angle where my feet were higher than my head, with the burning remnants of the transport scattered around me.

      The part of my mind that was capable of something like humor chose that moment to join the rest of me and wake up. As if being chained and transported to God knew where wasn’t enough, this was how I had to wake up.

      It had to be some sort of joke. A cosmic joke aimed directly at me.

      What fun.

      I found myself thinking that perhaps it would have been better if the cryo chamber had simply let me continue to sleep. But such was not in its programming.

      I drew a deep breath and tried not to choke on the smoke.

      “Fuck me,” I said. “Let me out of here!”

      I wasn’t talking to anyone in particular. Just expressing my most urgent need. If I’d had the use of my hands, I would have hammered away at the pod cover with all of my strength.

      But I didn’t have the use of my hands. Not with the chain around my back as it was. And the pod wasn’t huge. I had about the same amount of space I would have had if I’d been stuck in a coffin.

      The best I could do was squirm around inside, trying to change position so that all of my weight wasn’t resting on my face.

      In desperation, I started to yell.

      “Help!” I called, coughing and hacking into the smoky air as I did. “Is anyone out there? Help!”

      I kept shouting, calling out over and above the pod’s mechanical, repeated message, all the while trying to ignore the first hints of fear crawling up my spine.

      I might actually be stuck in this pod for the rest of my life. And that life might be measured in minutes.

      “If anyone is out there, fucking help me! Let me out of here!”

      I didn’t need my readouts to tell me that the flames were getting closer. It was hotter in the pod than it had been even just a few seconds before, and I could sense the flames starting to lick all about me.

      The cryo pod’s mechanical electronic voice was driving me mad, so I growled at it.

      “Shut up!” I said, and to my immense, immediate surprise, it obeyed.

      I felt my first sense of real hope. Maybe I could get out of there after all.

      “Pod, open!” I bellowed.

      Hidden servos struggled to work, but then the pod’s irritating electronic voice returned.

      “Unable to open,” it said.

      “Figures,” I said.

      I could have gone crazy. Could have thrown my strength about in the pod as best as I could. But that route only led to bruises and me using up more oxygen than I would like, given how foul the air was around me.

      Likely, I would quickly lose consciousness, and that would be it. Game over.

      Adam Mayfield, Rest In Peace.

      And the secrets I carried would be dead and buried along with me.

      Instead, I forced myself to relax. To think as clearly as I could in the increasing smoke.

      To breathe.

      The cryo pod was pretty standard, a wonder of technology while at the same time pretty simple in construction.

      Way back when they’d first been invented, they’d been a medical marvel, and as invasive as hell. There were tubes that went everywhere, deep into the airways, up your urethra, and your ass as well, courtesy of a medical butt-plug that all by itself served to discourage more than a few potential travelers.

      Sensors would be attached to a million different places so that the cryo pod could keep track of everything that mattered and then some.

      Now, there was nothing like that. The sensors were still there, but hidden within the cryo pod itself. And the whole process was much less invasive.

      There was an IV line for the chemical cocktail, and that was about it. The cryo pod did the rest.

      At the start of a journey, the passengers would lie down on a foam, form-fitting pad that was almost comfortable, and they would drift off to sleep.

      For me, that form-fitting foam pad had taken the shape of not just my back, but the chain that held me as well. If I’d been lying flat, my weight would be even now pressing the chain into the foam, making it that much more difficult to move.

      But I wasn’t lying on my back. I was dangling, most of my weight caught on the chain at my ankles, with the rest of it taken up by my face.

      There were a good couple of inches between my back and the foam.

      Which meant that perhaps I did have a chance after all.

      “Let me out of here!” I bellowed once more, just in case there was someone nearby who could help.

      Then, I very deliberately twisted my left arm, the one with the IV line and it, so that my hand was as far behind my back as I could reach.

      This gave me a bit of slack to play with. With the front of the pod allowing me only inches to work with, I brought my right arm up as high as I could, scrunching my shoulder and elbow in close, maneuvering the chain to the outside.

      I had a rough moment when it felt like I wouldn’t be able to twist far enough, when it seemed that the chain connecting my wrists wasn’t quite long enough. I was a big man, bulky and strong, but surprisingly flexible as well, and this was a life-or-death situation.

      I forced my left arm even higher behind my back, jammed my head into my elbow, and actually snarled as I forced my right arm between my head and the pod.

      Then I twisted my left arm even more, and brought my right arm down.

      With the smoke starting to become intolerable, stinging my eyes in the pod even as the temperature continued to rise, I let out a chuckle.

      I’d done it. The chain was no longer pinning my arms to my sides. It was no longer jammed behind me.

      I’d managed to bring it in front of me so that I could now use both of my hands.

      Now came the test. Man against machine. Soft, spongy human tissue against unyielding, durable steel.

      The pod’s own servos couldn’t open the lid, not with the pod on such an angle.

      In truth, I knew that normal human strength wouldn’t be enough to allow an escape, either.

      But I was far from normal.

      I figured I might have a chance.

      With that thought in mind, with my lungs filling with smoke, I hammered away at the cryo pod lid with all of my strength.
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      It took maybe five minutes before the first cracks started to appear.

      Throughout all of that time, the internal atmosphere of the pod grew more and more hostile. The heat became unbearable, to the point where I was convinced my exposed skin was starting to blister, and the smoke grew thicker and more acrid.

      I swore as I pounded the sides of my fists and my forearms—including the metal cuffs that bound me—against the unyielding surface, and I didn’t care if the flesh of my fists grew numb with the treatment I gave them.

      As soon as the first cracks appeared, I redoubled my efforts, alternating pounding with doing my level best to force the lid open.

      What’s that old line about an unstoppable force meeting an immovable object?

      I didn’t know. Nor did it matter. All that mattered was that I was the unstoppable force in this case, and the cryo pod lid wasn’t such an immovable object after all.

      The cracks grew wider beneath my efforts, and if the lid didn’t shatter completely, then at least I was able to bend the top part of it over.

      If anything, the temperature grew even hotter without the full protection of the pod. I could see and feel the flames of the fire nearby, could sense that I had only moments if I was to avoid experiencing what it felt like to be a piece of meat under a blowtorch.

      But at least the air was clearer. At least I could breathe something other than ninety percent smoke.

      I did so, and, with a convulsive heave, shoved the lid clean off the cryo pod.

      Or at least, that’s what I would have done if it had been resting the right way up. As it was, I effectively pushed the pod base back and out. The pod had been precariously balanced, so it toppled, clattering me about within it before settling flat on the ground.

      To my sudden horror, the lid crashed back down into place.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      But it wasn’t too bad. I’d broken the catch, and broken the lid completely. All I needed to do was fling it back open, and then I could rip the IV line out of my arm and hurl myself away from the burning wreckage.

      Except that I couldn’t. The chain binding my ankles together was fixed to the cryo pod itself. The best I could do was tumble out, sitting with my ass on the ground, the flames of burning wreckage all about me, my feet still held dangling over the end of the cryo pod.

      “Fuck!” I bellowed again.

      I looked around for some sort of tool, but the best I could find was a chunk of rock next to my fist. Everything else was burning, completely useless to me, just as I knew the rock would prove to be as well.

      I could pound that rock against the hardened steel alloy for a thousand years and all I’d manage to get for my efforts would be a palm full of pebbles.

      The chain would be completely undamaged.

      “Fuck me,” I said, and I knew that if I couldn’t think of something pretty quick, then I was as good as done.

      In increasing desperation, I considered dragging the whole fucking pod with me out of this burning ruin. Perhaps I would have succeeded. I’ll never really know.

      Because before I gave in to that desperate thought, I had another.

      This cryo chamber had already proven itself responsive to direct verbal commands. None of the other cryo chambers I’d ever seen came equipped with the same sort of latch this one had, to keep my chains in place. Yet it didn’t seem to be a custom modification.

      The latch seemed to be part of the original design.

      Which meant that maybe I could order it to let me go.

      “Cryo pod, unlock prisoner restraints,” I said.

      “Denied,” came the immediate metallic reply. “Unlocking of prisoner restraints requires custodial clearance.”

      Fuck, I thought. The flames were so close that I could feel them licking over my shirt at my shoulders. I shrugged away as best as I could and tried again.

      “Emergency override! Unlock me!”

      It seemed that the AI governing the pod was thinking it over.

      “Override requires life threatening emergency. Is such an emergency occurring?”

      “Yes! Emergency confirmed! Unlock me! Do it now!”

      After what seemed to be an eternity, I heard a servo engage. Two seconds later, the lock opened, and I was free.

      Not free from the chains. I still wore them around my wrists and ankles. But I was free from the pod.

      I didn’t hesitate. As quickly as I could, I spun about and focused on a gap in the flames. As fast as I could, I hurled myself toward that gap, not bothering to stand up, just galloping on my hands and knees like a beast, caring only that the skin on my hands and forearms was starting to blister, that I could smell the stench of my own hair starting to burn, and that my shirt had already caught alight.

      In seconds, I was through the worst of it and out onto the lands beyond.

      I kept going until the heat of the fire had faded, then threw myself on the ground, rolled onto my back, and kept rolling until the flames on my shoulders were gone.

      Then I lay there, breathing hard, the sweat starting to sting on my face, my eyes scratchy and painful.

      I coughed the last of the smoke from my lungs and looked up into the sky.

      “Fuck,” I managed.
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        * * *

      

      I lay there, not moving, for long enough to bring my respiration and heartbeat under control.

      Idly, I gazed at the numerous moons in the sky, visible even in the bright daylight. One of those moons was close and massive enough that it could have been a sister planet. That huge world was uneven, a long way from spherical. It was as if its own gravitational forces hadn’t had enough time to pull it all into shape after some long-forgotten catastrophe.

      Between the moons, the sky was perhaps a lighter blue than Earth normal, and the only clouds I could see were delicate wisps dotted here and there.

      It was my first chance to stop and think, and I wondered what had happened.

      A catastrophic failure of some kind, that much was clear. Yet to even find myself on solid ground was a spectacular piece of cosmic good luck.

      The emptiness of space was no joking matter. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, such a critical failure would have resulted in me being nothing but space flotsam, destined to float in the void forever.

      I chuckled quietly to myself. Yes, I’d been lucky. Not just to survive the impact and to manage a way out of the pod, but also by the sheer fact that this world, wherever it was, contained a breathable atmosphere at all.

      All I needed now was for that luck to continue to the point where I could find a steady supply of water, and food, and I might have a chance.

      At this thought, I laughed even harder. Who was I kidding? With my arms and legs bound as they were, my chances of actual survival were far lower than they ought to have been.

      I needed to find some way to remove them.

      And then all I would need to do was somehow cobble together a coms unit capable of piercing the interstellar gulf and wait for a rescue.

      Still laughing, acknowledging to myself that my true odds were slimmer than a sheet of gold leaf dancing in the wind, I nevertheless heaved up to my feet.

      My chances were bleak. I knew that better than most. But I wasn’t the type to give up, especially without even mounting a fight.

      And I had certain advantages that others in the same situation might lack.

      Besides, I’d survived some sort of calamitous event. Part of the transport had held together long enough to bring me to the ground in one piece.

      Perhaps there were other parts of the transport that had touched down as well.

      Who knew? There might even be other survivors.

      “Come on, Adam,” I said to myself. “Get your shit together. You can do this.”
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      The first thing I did was toggle my sensory augmentations back on, and immediately my vision began filling up with a number of readings. Gravity: zero point nine two standard. Atmosphere: oxygen/nitrogen mix within normal tolerance. Temperature: 37°C. 99°F. Basic stuff that was nevertheless still useful to know.

      I looked to my health readings, and saw about what I expected given the cryo-sleep I had endured, as well as the crash.

      Effectively, I had a few bruises and burns, a headache, and could do with a drink of water or I risked dehydration. Surprisingly, there was no mention of the lingering nausea I’d felt upon waking, and in truth, as I thought about it, I realized that most of that had passed.

      All in all, my health was about as good as I could expect. I nodded to myself, regretting that I hadn’t signed up for further augmentations when I had the chance.

      There were some who had sensors that would literally scan the environment for potential threats on an ongoing basis.

      Mine were simpler. They could describe the basic realities of an environment, could define my own health, and were pretty good for checking if something was dangerous or safe to eat or drink. Beyond that, it was like having in-built binoculars and basic mapping software, and that was about it.

      Having confirmed that I wasn’t about to keel over and die, it was relatively easy to figure out what to do next.

      Climb a hill. See if I could see anything useful. Like more of the EVE transport.

      I set to it right away, making my way up the nearest available hill, which was more of a low rise made of sand and rock.

      It took longer than it should have to make it to the top. With my feet bound and the sand shifting beneath my boots, I was already hot and sweaty when I was done, and starting to breathe harder than I otherwise might.

      Slowly, keeping my eyes peeled, I turned in a complete circle.

      Sand, hills, and rocky outcroppings. That was about the size of it, in every direction.

      Discouraged, I toggled the settings on my visual sensors to their max, looking into the distance, and that’s when things grew more interesting.

      There was a band of green right at the edge of my vision. The way it seemed to hang in the air, it looked like to could have been a mirage, an image of something a lot further away, far beyond what I could have normally seen even from the top of the hill.

      It could have been nothing. An accident of atmospheric conditions. Or it could have been what I was hoping it was, a green belt made up of plants and wildlife.

      Something that suggested surviving on this world wasn’t out of the question, if I couldn’t find some way to call for help.

      Other than that, I saw only a couple of other things of interest. The first was a dark smudge in the sky that seemed to be moving on its own accord. A winged beast of some kind, too far away for me to see clearly.

      The second thing of interest could have been just another outcropping of rocks.

      But the way the sunlight glinted from it suggested not rock, but metal.

      It could have been anything. But to my mind, it had to be another part of the transport, perhaps a sealed supply unit with everything I needed to help me survive.

      And the scar it seemed to have left behind in the sand was, to me, proof enough of the crash.

      I’d already decided to make for it before checking my sensors. I wanted to find out how far away it was, and that was the type of information they could provide.

      5.1km. 3.2 miles.

      On a good day, I could jog that distance in not much more than twenty minutes. But with the sun beating down on me, with this sandy soil shifting under my feet and the restraints to contend with as well, it was going to be a tough ask.

      Especially as I was already well on my way to being dehydrated.

      “Fuck it,” I said. It could have been far, far worse.

      I must have been the luckiest son of a bitch to ever draw breath.

      I could do this. I could not only survive on this world, but I could bend it to my will.

      So thinking, I squared my shoulders and started to shuffle down the hill, keeping the direction firmly in mind.
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      With my ankles chained as they were, it was slow, torturous, exhausting going. Nevertheless, I kept at it, placing one foot in front of the other, my purpose unwavering, my gaze largely fixed on my target.

      The landscape I hobbled my way through seemed mostly arid, a barren desert with nothing more than sand and rocks in every direction. But it soon proved to be more than that. It was also a land of occasional mud pools, of geysers, of sulfurous smells, and of terraced rock formations in shades pinks and yellows.

      My first thought was that where there was mud, there was water. Yet while the ground was wet in more than one place, my sensors stated unequivocally that there was still nothing to drink. Not unless I felt like drinking some surprisingly powerful acids that would very quickly turn my innards into soup.

      Perhaps that would be better than a lingering death from dehydration, but I had a long way to go before I made that decision.

      As to whether that acid was strong enough to eat through my chains….

      I tried it, dipping the chain between my wrists in a likely-looking pool for five whole minutes, only to pull them back out when it seemed that I would grow old and gray before the acid did any good.

      Interestingly, I saw evidence of life in the mud pools. Sinuous shapes that fled from the vibrations of my feet, too quickly for my sensors to even try to define what they were.

      Nor were those black, slimy things the only life I could see. Something large and sinuous slithered just beneath the surface of the sand near where I walked.

      There were plants here and there as well. Low, grassy things that were more yellow than green. They seemed to grow outwards rather than up, and looked like nothing more than a clump of long hair tangled up in a drain.

      Somewhere, I could hear creatures calling to one another, like the croaks of a frog. And more than once, that dark smudge I’d seen flying high in the sky returned, although it never came close enough for me to study in detail.

      Nevertheless, I was more than happy to see such signs of life. Perhaps there was hope for me in this hellish world as well.

      So I continued on my way, hobbling as fast as my chains would let me, bringing the wreckage of the transport a little closer to me with every step.
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        * * *

      

      It was another chunk of wreckage. Many pieces, some of them smaller, but one that looked like a good chunk of the ship.

      With every weary, restricted step I took, I grew more certain. It was indeed a large section of the transport. An EVE class interstellar carrier that had split up, crashed on impact, and still somehow managed to keep me alive.

      And not just me. I wasn’t the only survivor.

      There were people moving about, next to the biggest part of the wreckage.

      I found myself breaking into a grin. Well before they could possibly hear me, before they resolved from little more than mobile shapes, I began to call out.

      “Hello!” I shouted as loudly as my parched throat would let me. “Hello!”

      I found myself putting in greater effort, doing my best to close the distance between us, and even felt my heart skip a beat.

      It had taken far longer than I’d expected to get even this far, nearly two hours in total, and as I’d walked, I had considered the odds of finding other survivors.

      My conclusion: not great.

      I didn’t have any data from the transport. Didn’t know how it had crashed, or why, or anything.

      But the impact must have been horrendous, to rip off the end section like that and send it spinning into the dirt.

      I’d been lucky to survive. Luckier still to walk out of that fiery ruin with no more than a few blisters to complain about. To expect others to have been equally lucky, I thought, was unrealistic.

      And yet, they were there.

      “Hello!” I bellowed.

      Eventually, my calls attracted attention.

      A tall woman, athletic, slim, with dark, curly hair was closest. She’d been inspecting a random piece of wreckage, tossed away from the rest, when she looked up and saw me, still some distance away.

      Her response was immediate. She turned over her shoulder and called out. “Uma! Sydney! There’s another survivor!”

      Without waiting for either Uma or Sydney to appear, the tall woman hurried toward me as if I was her best friend whom she hadn’t seen for weeks.

      But as she drew closer, her expression faltered. She looked me up and down, her gaze pausing at my feet and my wrists.

      She stopped perhaps a dozen paces away.

      “Who are you?” she said, and there was little of welcome in her voice. “What do you want?”

      I kept my expression neutral and continued toward her, shuffling in as non-threatening a manner as I could.

      “My name is Adam Mayfield, and what I want…” I allowed myself a quiet chuckle. “Well, I’d like a vacation. Perhaps a meal in a nice restaurant, and maybe a room with a view.”

      I couldn’t help but look the woman up and down, and knew that in different circumstances, I might have tried my luck. The practical, green top and dark trousers couldn’t hide the slim, feminine curves within.

      “But for the moment, I’ll settle for your help,” I finished.

      In the time I’d been speaking, I hadn’t stopped my advance. Perhaps without consciously deciding to do so, the woman took a step back.

      “Stay there,” she said, holding out a hand as if to stop me.

      The gesture told me that she didn’t have any weapons. Which meant that I didn’t need to stop if I didn’t want to.

      But by then, a number of others were approaching.

      The woman had called out only two names. Uma and Sydney.

      Yet there were four people heading my way. All women. The nearest had black, wavy hair and was tall, nearly as tall as the athletic woman I’d been talking to, but looked solid and strong, and something about her suggested military.

      A shorter woman accompanied her, with long, sandy-colored hair and a twinkle in her eye that suggested she was never far from a smile.

      Uma and Sydney, I was willing to wager, although at this stage I didn’t know which was which.

      Behind them were two others, a big-eyed woman with red hair, who would have been luminously beautiful were it not for the smudges of grease on her face, and another, with purple hair, her arm in a sling and an expression filled with concern.

      For their sake, and because I didn’t want to make this any more difficult than it had to be, I complied with the first woman’s request. I stopped where I was and waited.

      The first woman turned to the strong-looking woman with the military presence.

      “He said his name is Adam Mayfield. Do you know anything about him?”

      The black-haired woman nodded.

      “He was a prisoner held in the back section, away from the others. There should have been guards with him.”

      She turned and addressed me directly. “Where are the guards?” she asked.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “All I know is that when I woke up, everything was on fire. If the guards even made it to the ground, I never saw them.”

      The black-haired woman studied me with a calculating expression.

      “Mr. Mayfield, you present me with a quandary,” she said.

      “Call me Adam,” I said.

      “Mr. Mayfield, according to the information I’ve been given, you are a dangerous man, and we find ourselves in a precarious position. Our survival on this world is far from guaranteed. What would you do if you were in my place, and one such as you walked out of the wastelands?”

      I found myself smiling at the woman. She didn’t mince words, this Uma or Sydney, whoever it was. This was a woman who was used to command.

      “I would offer that man water and food if you have it, and then assess how he might be of help in your quest for survival.”

      Uma or Sydney didn’t react. Neither did the sandy-haired woman, or the taller, athletic one. But the purple-haired woman with her arm in a sling did.

      “He’s dangerous,” she said, her voice high and anxious. “We should chase him away. Leave him to die.”

      The others turned toward her, several of them starting to speak at once, but I made myself heard.

      “You see a prisoner before you, but I have been convicted of nothing. Would you so easily condemn an innocent man to his death?” I asked her.

      At the same time, I didn’t think it would be my death if they did chase me away. I’d seen enough of this world already to know that it might be possible for me to survive, even with the chains that bound me. But I also knew that my best chance of getting rid of those chains rested within the broken EVE transport before me.

      “And besides, unless I miss my guess, this is the Captain standing before me,” I continued. “She is responsible for the lives of everyone on board. Including my own. Am I right?”

      As if in answer, the black-haired woman shook her head.

      “No. I’m not the Captain. He died in the crash, along with the rest of the crew, and several of the passengers.” She considered what I’d said. “But in essence, you are correct. With the Captain no longer with us, his responsibilities do pass to me.”

      “Then feed me, if you have the supplies to do so. Give me water. It’s your duty to do so, to make sure I stay healthy until a rescue ship arrives.”

      The women’s reaction wasn’t what I expected. I saw uncertainty on some of their faces. Consternation.

      Disquiet.

      “What?” I said.

      The not-Captain sighed. “There isn’t going to be any rescue ship.”

      The others said nothing. This wasn’t news to them.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She gestured toward the wreckage. “There was a little life in the systems after the crash. Just enough that I could try to figure out what happened, and where we are. Somehow, we’re not anywhere near where we should be. Best I can figure, we went through some sort of portal that brought us here.”

      I stared at her. “Where are we?” I asked.

      “A million light years away from civilization. Give or take.”

      A million light years.

      I didn’t know if she’d just picked a random number to emphasize the distance, or if she was being literal.

      “And if we set off a distress beacon?” I asked.

      “We can’t. Nor can we send out any other sort of message. The communications array—well, it no longer exists.”

      “And even if it did, it would still take forever for anyone to receive that message,” I added, thinking it through.

      She nodded, and I was beginning to understand the enormity of the situation.

      We were on a random chunk of rock so far away from the rest of humanity that to even hope for a rescue was madness.

      I understood that for these women, that reality would be hard to accept. As for me, I was in two minds. Sure, I didn’t have any desire to be recaptured. But for there to be no chance of getting off this rock at all….

      I shook my head and brought the conversation back to the original topic: me.

      “So, what are you going to do?” I asked the not-Captain.

      She seemed to hesitate, as if she hadn’t yet made up her mind. But that’s when the other woman spoke. The red-haired woman with the big eyes.

      “We can’t turn him away,” she said, her voice surprisingly ethereal and delicate. “We need him. If he isn’t with us, we will not survive.”

      The not-Captain immediately turned toward her. “You’ve seen this?”

      The big-eyed woman nodded, and I turned to study her.

      Eyes that were larger than those of most others. Delicate bone structure. Ears that were slightly pointed at the top. Even the way she was dressed, in clothes that flowed all around her, seemed vaguely otherworldly.

      Interesting. There were rumors of experiments done by the Company. Illegal experiments that included whispers of alien DNA.

      This big-eyed woman, whoever she was, had a tiny amount of that alien DNA within her. Of this, I was almost certain. I’d met one or two like her in the past, and knew from anecdotal evidence that some like her were psychic.

      It seemed that this woman, whoever she was, could be one of them.

      The woman with her arm in a sling spat out a curse. Her expression was a mix of anger and fear. She didn’t want me anywhere near her or the others. But it wasn’t her who made the decisions.

      “What were your crimes?” the athletic woman said, out of nowhere. I decided that I really did need to find out their names.

      “Being in the wrong place at the wrong time,” I said.

      Then I turned my attention back to the not-Captain.

      “So,” I said. “What’s it to be?”

      I didn’t mention that I intended to look through the remains of the transport no matter what she said. But perhaps she saw my intent in the glint in my eye. Either way, she nodded.

      “Mr. Mayfield is right. His life is my responsibility. There have been too many deaths on this journey already. We will give him water and food.”

      Then she turned a hard look my way. “Don’t make me regret my decision,” she said.
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      They led me the rest of the way to the remains of the transport, each of them keeping their distance and staying quiet.

      For my part, I didn’t much mind. My immediate need was water, and as long as I got enough of that to slake my thirst, then I was happy to let whatever came next to look after itself.

      In the time I’d been walking, my dehydration had grown from mild to something more urgent, and I was starting to suffer as a result.

      My muscles were beginning to shake, and the headache I had woken with was getting steadily worse.

      If these women hadn’t had a supply of water with them, I might have been in real trouble.

      No one offered a hand as I stumbled up the mound of broken earth that the transport had displaced. When I got to the top, I could see for the first time more than just the top part of the ship.

      It was massive, as all such transports were massive, made of heavy alloy armor designed to withstand the ravages of space. Perhaps two hundred paces long and half of that wide, that armor had done a relatively good job.

      Or so it seemed at first. The girls kept walking, and I followed as best as I could, all the way to the far side.

      Which was missing.

      The ship had been torn open, armor be damned, so that I was looking at a gaping hole.

      “Fuck,” I exclaimed.

      I couldn’t help myself. For anyone to have survived such an impact was a miracle. And for five to have done so?

      Turns out, I wasn’t the only lucky son of a bitch in this part of the galaxy.

      The tall, athletic woman I’d first spoken to caught my exclamation and responded with a quiet laugh.

      “Yeah,” she agreed. “She saved our lives, but it doesn’t look like she’ll be flying again.”

      “Water is there,” the not-Captain said. “With the rest of the salvage.”

      She gestured toward a small pile of goods that included the med kit, a couple of boxes of rations, and a large, oddly-shaped container with H2O stenciled on the side.

      The small woman with her arm in the sling made a disgusted noise and stormed away, only to stop nearby as if she didn’t know where to go. They ignored her.

      “Is this it?” I asked.

      The container normally hid within the walls of the transport, and typically held about a hundred and sixty gallons. I wondered how the women had managed to maneuver it out of the wreckage, but didn’t ask.

      It wasn’t full.

      “So far. There was another water container as well, but it ruptured. And there’s a reclaimer in the back, but without power, it’s useless.” The not-Captain woman shrugged.

      I nodded. Somewhere less than a hundred and sixty gallons split between six people. In this hot, desert-like environment.

      It would last us only a handful of days.

      “You have a cup?” I asked.

      The athletic woman found me one, a battered, metal object that had seen better days, and I unscrewed the top of the water container and dipped it inside.

      The water tasted stale and a little brackish, and I couldn’t help but wonder how many light years it had travelled before reaching this place. I drained my cup in just a few seconds, then refilled it, before taking a seat on the ground.

      Savoring the contents as if it was the finest beverage ever made, I looked around.

      “So. You know my name. Who are you?” I asked.

      The not-Captain spoke first. “Uma Reynolds,” she said. “Commander of…” she gestured at the wreck. “Well, it doesn’t matter anymore.”

      I nodded, storing her name away, and looked to the tall, athletic woman who had first approached me.

      “Deeve Thorne,” she supplied. “I was supposed to be heading home. Just a short hop between systems, and then I was going to help out on the farm for a while.”

      The big-eyed woman with alien blood in her veins spoke next.

      “Kia Pilou,” she said. By her accent I picked her as a resident of one of the city worlds.

      “You’re psychic,” I said to her.

      She colored as if I had spoken a secret, her cheeks turning almost as red as her hair, and glanced around at the others before nodding.

      “And you didn’t see this?” I said. “You didn’t see the crash?”

      She knew what I was asking. “Short term visions, mostly, but I didn’t want to come on this trip. Something felt wrong with it. But no, no true vision.” She shrugged. “At least, not when it would have helped. I remember dreams during cryo sleep … but by then, it was too late.”

      The shorter woman with the smile lines around her eyes spoke next.

      “I’m Sydney Jones,” she said. “Environmental scientist. I study pollution and its effects on the environment. I was heading to one of the outer rim worlds to pick up a contract.” Then, to my surprise, she offered a laugh. “Can’t get much more outer rim than this, I suppose.”

      I nodded, and she watched as I looked toward the woman with her arm in the sling.

      “That’s Jayloo Tang,” Sydney supplied. “She’s just a bit scared is all.”

      At this, Kia made a noise. “Aren’t we all?” she said.

      It was a fair point. I was starting to feel better, the cool water doing its job. But there was still much more to do. I looked to the Commander.

      “How many?” I asked her.

      She knew what I meant. “We started the journey with twenty-seven on board. Four crew, twenty-two paying passengers, including your guards, and you.”

      Twenty-seven. And from that number, only six remained.

      “And you’ve checked everything?” I asked.

      “For survivors? Yes. This is it. We thought—I thought—you were to be counted among the dead.”

      “And there is no possibility of others?”

      She made a rude noise. “You’re welcome to check the cryo pods for yourself, if you wish. Count them. Although I warn you, some of them aren’t pretty.”

      I decided I would accept her word for it.

      “So, this is it. The six of us, stranded on this world. No hope of rescue.”

      She nodded, and I could tell that she at least understood the gravity of the situation, and was already carrying the weight of it on her shoulders.

      In her own words, these people, me included, were her responsibility.

      I found myself giving the woman a smile. I placed my empty cup on the sand before me, and held out my hands.

      “Well, Commander Reynolds, do you have anything on board that might help me get out of these?”

      The woman made no move to do so. “You were given those restraints for a reason,” she said. “You still haven’t told us what that reason was.”

      I kept my hands where they were for just a few seconds, then let them drop as if it was of no real importance.

      “If I told you I killed fifty people, you would say I was too dangerous to free. But if I told you I was the victim of a Company set up, you wouldn’t believe me. So, what value is there in telling you anything? All that matters is that you need me. You need my help. And I can help much better if I’m free to move.”

      I could sense my words having an impact. Not just with the Commander, but with the others who had chosen to stay close by. Each of the women was weighing my words, seeking the truth within them.

      Only Kia seemed distracted. Where the others were focused on me, she kept glancing out into the wastelands.

      “How can we trust you?” Uma asked.

      I shook my head. “Wrong question. You have to trust me. You don’t have a choice.”

      My words hung in the air, but I knew even before the Commander started to shake her head that they weren’t enough.

      To forestall any final decision, I gestured to the small pile of salvage. As well as the water container, there were smaller containers, lengths of metal tubing, what looked like a med kit and a toolbox that had already caught my interest. Perhaps, I thought, there was something in the latter that I could use to my advantage.

      “Why have you brought everything out here?” I asked. “Why not just leave it in the ship, and use that for shelter?”

      It was Deeve who answered. “The ship is unstable. It’s sinking into the sand. We don’t know how long we have until it is inaccessible.”

      It was a good answer. “Well, then. Why are we still talking?” I stood, feeling much stronger before. The rest and the water had done their job well.

      But at my movement, Jayloo and Sydney both flinched back. Uma Reynolds, though, did not. She stayed put, and I had to admire her for it.

      These women thought me dangerous, but the Commander had no give in her. It spoke highly of her for both her confidence and capabilities.

      “We have work to do,” I said with a grin, trying to put them at ease. “Let’s see what else we can find that might come in handy.”

      I didn’t wait for permission. I simply shuffled toward the gaping hole in the transport, intending to see what I could find, effectively making myself part of the group.
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      On the face of it, there wasn’t much left to salvage. The women had already gathered the obvious items, and much of the rest was broken and of little use.

      But perhaps they weren’t looking at things in quite the same way I was.

      After a quick look around, I headed immediately to a damaged panel, ripped it further away from the wall, and started pulling out some of the heavier cables I found behind it.

      Deeve watched me for a moment. “Power cables?” she said.

      I nodded, but continued what I was doing.

      “You never know when you might come across a random power supply on these worlds. What if you had everything you needed to string up some lights, but were just short of a bit of wire?” I asked.

      She didn’t laugh, not exactly, but understood that my answer wasn’t exactly serious. “You’re kidding,” she said.

      I flashed her a grin, doing everything I could to win her acceptance. It wasn’t accidental, my joking and smiling. I figured if I was ever going to get out of these chains, I would do well to have at least some of these women on my side.

      And besides, realistically, the situation was desperate. But that didn’t mean we should act all doom and gloom about it.

      “Yes, I’m kidding. I’m thinking more in terms of rope. For example, those supplies out there. Gathering them together is one thing, but moving them is another. Unless the plan is to simply camp here even once the transport sinks out of sight?”

      The question caught her off guard.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I guess we hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

      I didn’t respond, but instead continued to pull what cables I could from the walls, curling them up into useful spools and as I went.

      At the same time, I was surprised they hadn’t thought that far ahead. So far, this world had proved inhospitable. How did they intend to survive?

      Deeve watched me as I worked. “You’ve been augmented,” she stated after a while.

      I turned to look at her, and she explained why she’d said it.

      “The way you move. The ease with which you’re pulling this ship apart. You’re stronger than you ought to be.”

      I still didn’t say anything.

      “I’ve seen guys like you before.” Then, surprisingly, she gestured to herself. “And me as well.”

      “You?” I asked.

      She seemed hesitant to say anything more. I didn’t press her, but rather let the silence continue.

      “When I was born, my legs didn’t work right,” she said finally. “There was a problem with the nerves or something. The doctors gave me the same sort of augmentation they give to soldiers and the like. To make them strong, and fast. Is that what you are? A soldier?”

      I chuckled to myself. “No. I’m something else.”

      “What?”

      I was aware that instead of moving through the ship on their own, looking for things to salvage, both Uma and Sydney had drifted back to join us. I wasn’t sure that I wanted them to know all of my secrets, but in the interest of building trust, I answered.

      “I’m an Assessor for the Company. Or at least, I was.”

      “An assessor?” Deeve said, not recognizing what I meant.

      But Uma understood. “You’re a Canary,” she said.

      “That’s what most people call those like me,” I agreed.

      But Deeve hadn’t heard the term, at least in how it related to me.

      “A canary? One of those yellow songbirds?”

      I kept pulling cords out of the walls, but at the same time, I was looking for anything else that might prove useful.

      “Back in the early years, pre-expansion, coal miners used to keep a canary with them in a little cage. They used them to detect pockets of gas, areas in the mine that were too dangerous for the miners to go.”

      My explanation seemed to add to Deeve’s confusion, but Sydney understood.

      “The company sends you to into places they’re not sure are safe,” she said.

      I nodded. “Rim worlds, mostly. Bits of rock they want to assess. They send me in to see how hostile these places are, and whether or not others would be able to survive.”

      “And from there, the Company decides whether to move in or not,” Sydney said.

      “There’s more to it than that. But effectively, yeah. My report goes to the bean counters, to figure out how much it would cost to keep people alive and how much the world might be worth. But by the time they come out with an answer, they’ve usually shipped me off somewhere else.”

      Deeve was more curious about the enhancements than what it might mean.

      “So, what have they done? Bacterial augmentation? Given your mitochondria a boost?”

      I nodded. “And more. Reinforced my bones, enhanced musculature. There’s even a thin carbon fiber weave beneath much of my skin. And the optics, of course. I can see dangers coming from a long way off, can react fast enough to avoid them, and am damn hard to kill.”

      It was Uma who made the connections.

      “They put you on hostile worlds, expecting you to be able to deal with anything that comes up,” she said. “You’re a survivor.”

      I turned to her and gave her a grin. “Exactly.”

      I could have left it there, could have let the implications percolate a bit more. I could be useful. Especially in a situation like this.

      But in the interest of honesty, I decided to clarify the situation a bit more.

      “It’s not quite what you think, though. I haven’t been trained in all aspects of survival. Always before, I’ve had back up when I needed it.”

      “But you’ve picked up a few tricks,” Deeve said. It wasn’t a question.

      I turned to her. “But I’ve picked up a few tricks,” I agreed.

      Uma might have said something more, or perhaps Deeve or Sydney. But Kia chose that moment to join us.

      Her big eyes were wide and full of fear. “There’s something out there,” she blurted. “Something dangerous.”

      “Did you see it?” Uma asked her.

      The psychic shook her head. “No. But I’m sure.”

      It seemed for a moment that nobody knew what to do. So I asked the obvious question.

      “Do you have any weapons?”

      Uma didn’t want to answer. Perhaps she didn’t want me to know. At the same time, she didn’t have any choice.

      “No,” she said.

      “Well, pick up a piece of metal or something, and let’s go have a look.”

      I kept my voice calm, as if I dealt with this type of thing all the time. But in truth, while these women might not have any weapons on them, I usually did.

      I wondered idly about the guards who’d been assigned to me. Likely, they’d had weapons of some sort with them. Not that it mattered. That whole section of the transport was no more than a burnt-out ruin, even if it was close enough to do any good.

      Matching my actions to my words, I found part of a bulkhead that would serve my purpose. Cylindrical, about the length of a baseball bat, and the fat, heavy end came with a built-in spike.

      I hefted my makeshift weapon, feeling that perhaps a knight from the middle ages might have wielded a similar object, and without waiting for the others, shuffled my way back out into the light.

      At first, I could see nothing. Just the barren land, a few chunks of rock, a broken section of metal. But when I glanced Kia’s way, she answered.

      “They’re out there,” she said.

      “They?” I asked.

      The psychic woman didn’t respond. Nor did she have to. I toggled the sensors built into my eyes once again and looked around.

      “They’re out there,” I agreed. “Seven of them. Like wolves, but bigger. More sinuous. Black, full of spines. They’re heading this way.”

      So saying, I took a position out in front of the salvaged supplies and planted myself firmly. Moments later, Uma Reynolds took up a position to my left, with Deeve on my right.

      The Commander had chosen a club much like mine, but Deeve had gripped two shards of metal as if they were knives, holding on to them with hands wrapped in cloth.

      She took a pose that told me all I needed to know. Deeve had some sort of fighting training behind her, and likely knew what she was doing with her blades.

      But she and Uma weren’t the only survivors I had to consider.

      “Where’s Jayloo?” I said.

      Uma Reynolds looked quickly about, and swore under her breath. “Kia?” she called out, and somehow, the psychic woman knew.

      “She’s around the other side of the ship. She isn’t happy Adam’s here.”

      “We don’t have time for her to be happy or not,” I said, grimly aware that the pack of wolf-things was heading towards us as if they had caught our scent. “Find her. If she isn’t going to help with the fight, get her inside.”

      Then I cast a glance at Uma. “This would be a lot easier if not for these chains,” I said.

      The Commander hesitated for a moment. “There’s a power cutter in the tool box.”

      It was all I needed to hear. Right away, I whirled and shuffled to the pile of salvaged items, dropping my makeshift club and pulling out the tool box. Knowing that time was of the essence, I quickly threw open the lid and looked for the power cutter.

      It wasn’t the industrial tool I had been hoping for, but rather a miniature, battery-operated thing that I was sure would be better suited to crisping the top of a crème brûlée than anything else.

      Yet it was all I had to work with, and I wasn’t in a position to complain.

      I just hoped it had enough power to do the job.

      “See anything?” I asked.

      “Not yet,” Uma replied, and for the first time, I sensed a note of worry in her voice.

      “When you do, let me know,” I said.

      With that, I sparked the power cutter to life, and bent low, playing the power-flame over the join between the chain and the steel cuff over my left ankle.

      I could cope with my wrists chained, but the chain at my feet was far too short for comfort. It hampered my movements like nothing else, and could well be the difference between survival and not.

      Slowly, too slowly for comfort, the link changed color, turning blue before moving toward red. I knew I needed to get it hotter than that before activating the power cutter itself, and gritted my teeth against the heat against my flesh.

      “Adam,” Uma said, calling me by my name. “I can see them.”

      I snarled, not at the Commander’s words, but at the realization that this power cutter wasn’t up to the task. It was too small, too weak to really do the job, and I needed more time.

      “I’ll be right there,” I said, and kept the torch where it was.

      “Adam,” Deeve said. “They’re coming. They look dangerous.”

      I’d already seen them through my augmented senses. I knew she was right. They did look dangerous. But I wasn’t yet ready.

      “Just a few moments more,” I said.

      Both Uma and Deeve stood their ground. They knew how important this was, how badly we needed the supplies, if that’s what these wolf-things were after. If they were not, if they were after our own tender flesh, then that only made the peril more urgent.

      There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. Sure, we could climb up to the top of the ruined transport, but if we could do that, chances were so could they.

      This was going to be a fight for our very survival, and the two women knew it as clearly as I did.

      “Adam!” Uma said.

      The time had come. Do or die. The wolf-things had arrived.

      I sensed more than saw Uma lash out with her club, caught Deeve’s swift movement out of the corner of my eye. At the same time, I touched a button that turned the power cutter from just a battery-powered flame into something more, and instantly the steel chain turned white.

      I kept the cutter in place, squinting in an effort to protect my sight, and held on for one second, two seconds, and done.

      I dropped the power cutter to the ground, reached down and gripped the chain with both hands, wrenching upward with all of my strength.

      The power cutter hadn’t cut all the way through. But it had done enough. The white-hot metal that still connected the chain to the cuff was malleable.

      My efforts pulled it apart.

      With my legs now separated, I lunged toward my dropped club, picked it up with both hands, and with a roar, I hurled myself into the fray.
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      “Ha! Get out of here!” I yelled, bringing my club around in an arc that caught the nearest wolf-beast a solid hit in the side of the head.

      My effort knocked the creature sprawling, but I’d angled the spike in the wrong direction. Instead of driving the spike through its skull, I just gave it a headache.

      But I didn’t have time to consider my mistake. Uma was facing two of the creatures, keeping them both at bay with wild swings, but three more had surrounded Deeve. One of those three had a deep gash in its shoulder, and I could see dark blood glistening of the athletic woman’s blade. But she was spinning around, trying to keep all three attackers in view, and I knew that wasn’t the best situation for her to be in.

      Without hesitation, screaming wordless cries in an effort to scare the wolf-things, I launched myself at one of the three, hammering my club down in the middle of its back.

      I connected with a satisfying crunch, and the wolf thing went down with a yelp, then started to howl in pain.

      By the looks of it, I’d shattered its spine, assuming it had roughly the same anatomy as most other similar beasts. Then I leapt toward the second of Deeve’s attackers, intending to deal to it in the same way that I’d dealt to the first.

      But there had been seven of these monsters when I’d first seen them in the distance.

      And so far, during this battle, I’d accounted for only six.

      The seventh had been slow to arrive. Or maybe it was just more cunning than its pack mates. Either way, it waited until my back was turned and came out of nowhere.

      The first thing I felt was the creature’s weight on my back.

      I heard the monster’s slavering jaws next to my ear, and knew that the creature could rip through my throat with ease.

      I had only moments within which to react. I could have spun in place, trying to throw the thing off me. I could have tried to reach over my head.

      Instead, I dropped straight down, hurling myself onto my back in an effort to crush the creature between me and the ground.

      The wolf-thing proved quicker, and too smart to be caught like that. It managed to get itself out from between us and might have run away, perhaps to join those attacking Deeve or Uma, perhaps to find its way into the wreckage, and launched itself at Kia, Sydney, or Jayloo.

      But I didn’t let it.

      Still on the ground, my club somehow missing, I launched myself at the foul creature.

      All at once, I learned that this wolf thing could have taught a porcupine a thing or two. The spines on its back weren’t just passive defense. They were active as well.

      The awful wolflike beast sent a couple of hundred sharp spines toward my face, my chest, and my stomach.

      It was all I could do to bring my arms up and catch most of the spines on my forearms. More than a few deflected off the metal cuffs that I wore, others caught on the chain. But those that did not buried themselves as much as they could in my flesh.

      I knew that if it weren’t for the subdermal mesh I’d been gifted, the spines would have done considerable damage. As it was, they were merely an annoyance.

      I brushed as many of them away as I could, snarled out loud, and hurled myself onto my target again.

      Without my club, I wrapped my chain around the creature’s throat. With me pressed against the monster’s back, its quills were largely negated, and it snarled and gnashed its teeth at me as it struggled to get free.

      I had no intention of letting it do so.

      With a surge of strength, I pulled my chain tight, cutting off the monster’s air, turning its throat into mush. I kept the pressure on, pulling even tighter, and shortly, I felt the thing shudder.

      Only when I was certain it was dead did I let it go, and even then I wasn’t yet done.

      Uma had bludgeoned one of the creatures attacking her, but Deeve still faced her two, although both of them bled for their efforts. I looked around, spotted my club, and picked it up.

      Once again, I helped Deeve first, teeing off at one of the wolf-thing’s hind quarters as is I was playing golf.

      Because I’d noticed something.

      Just like their earth equivalents, the males of this alien species kept their balls out on display.

      My aim was true.

      And this time, I had angled the spike on my club in just the right way.

      My swing was strong enough that I launched the back end of the wolf-thing high into the air. It let out a yelp and somersaulted through the air before landing hard on the ground.

      It looked at me with an expression almost of horror as it realized what I had done.

      Then it set let out a sequence of high-pitched, pain-filled whimpers, and tried to drag itself away from the fight.

      As if that one blow was one too many, the surviving wolf-things gave up on the spot.

      They turned and fled into the wasteland, yipping and yelping as they went.

      I wasn’t in any mood to take any risks. So I moved from wounded wolf-thing to wounded wolf-thing, and smashed each one on the head with my club.
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      “Are you okay?” I asked Deeve. The tall, athletic woman was breathing hard, and her forehead glistened with sweat. But she nodded readily enough.

      I gestured toward the green top she wore, and she looked down at herself.

      “It isn’t my blood,” she said.

      But that wasn’t what I had noticed. “The quills,” I said.

      Then she looked again.

      “Shit.” She dropped one of her blades and gently tugged at one of the quills that had pierced her side. At first, it didn’t seem to want to come out, but then it did, and she grimaced.

      “Ow,” she said, but seemed to be more annoyed than truly hurt.

      “You have others,” I said.

      “Yeah, so I do.” She looked back toward me. “But not as many as you.”

      She was right. Despite my advantages, I still had more than a dozen of the quills sticking into me.

      “There should be some antiseptic cream in the med kit,” Uma said. She had approached us as we’d been speaking, her own bloody club still gripped in her hands.

      The Commander had fared better than either Deeve or me, at least as far as the quills were concerned. If anything, she seemed buoyed by the battle, as if fighting against the wolf-things had been satisfying to her on a primal level.

      As I moved to pluck the quills from my torso and one thigh where they had struck, she nodded to me as if to an equal.

      “Thank you for your help,” she said. “Those things might have proved troublesome for just me and Deeve to deal with.”

      “You are welcome,” I replied.

      Then, without waiting for permission, I turned back to where I’d dropped the power cutter, and set about removing the chain completely from where it still dangled from one of my ankles.

      As I did so, the Commander went back inside, perhaps to check on the others, or perhaps to continue looking for items to salvage.

      But Deeve stayed with me.

      “What should we do with the corpses?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked her.

      “Those things we killed,” she gestured. “Should we, I don’t know, cook them? Or bury them, maybe?”

      As the chain at my ankle started to glow red, I noted that Deeve was already looking to me for guidance. I didn’t comment on that, however, instead just answering her question.

      “Do you see any wood around here for a fire?”

      The tall woman shook her head.

      “Well, unless you want to try eating alien wolf raw, then I’d suggest the first option is out of the question.”

      As I spoke, I knew that there was wood, or this world’s equivalent, around. I’d staggered past a few things that might have generously been called shrubs, although the wood that made up the stems had seemed more like driftwood than anything else.

      From that, I figured I could reasonably expect to find wood enough to cook with. But not yet. Not there in the wastelands where the transport had crashed.

      I shrugged. “As for burying them, it was probably the scent of death from the crash that had drawn the wolf-things toward us. I don’t think it would do us much good to bury these things now. Instead, I’m thinking it might be best if we just left them all behind us.”

      “Left them behind?” Deeve asked, repeating my words.

      I looked at her. “There’s no water here. No easy source of food. All we have is shelter, in the form of the transport, and apparently that won’t last for much longer. We can’t stay here.”

      The athletic women seemed thoughtful. “Where would we go?”

      I’d been using “we” with deliberate intent, and noted that she instinctively did likewise, as if we were already all part of the same team.

      As we were, to some extent. Perhaps I would find it easier to survive on my own. Certainly, it would be easier to forage for one than to try to feed six in total. But this seemed to be a harsh, dangerous world.

      What dangers might try sneaking up on me in the night?

      Having someone keep a lookout while I slept wasn’t a bad idea.

      And besides, I couldn’t just leave these women to fend for themselves. Sure, Uma seemed capable, as did Deeve. But did they really have what it took to survive?

      I already knew that I would do everything I could to help them.

      “That way,” I said, pointing to where I had seen the green band before.

      Then I fumbled about with the power cutter, trying to use a two-handed tool in one hand. I’d finished with the chain at my ankle and was going to work on the one connecting my wrists.

      Deeve watched for a few moments, then moved closer.

      “Give it to me,” she said, taking the tool out of my hands. “Hold still,” she said, and aimed the torch expertly at the appropriate link.

      I knew then that I had won Deeve’s trust at least, even if I hadn’t fully convinced the Commander, and I knew Jayloo would have preferred to let me wander among the sand.

      The athletic woman was standing close enough to me that I caught a hint of her natural perfume. To me, she smelled like the ocean. The saltiness of seaweed, combined with that sense of space and sense of freedom.

      Just that hint was enough to draw me closer to her than I otherwise might. I’d always been drawn to the sea. If I hadn’t gone into space instead, I would have made my life in the water, perhaps on a charter fishing boat or some such.

      Deeve had already cut through one end of the chain at my wrists and was working on the other when Uma returned with the others.

      The Commander, Sydney, and Kia were all carrying folded up lengths of canvas that they’d scavenged from somewhere. I couldn’t help but nod in approval is they added the canvas to the pile, knowing how useful it could be in the future.

      Jayloo wasn’t carrying anything. Instead, she still looked surly, unhappy that I was still there.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded of Deeve.

      The taller, athletic woman didn’t flinch.

      “What does it look like?” she returned.

      “It looks like you’re helping a dangerous criminal out of his chains.”

      I decided that I didn’t like the surly woman’s attitude. Sure, she had good reason to be on edge. She’d just survived a catastrophic event that could have killed her. At the same time, I wanted to nip her antagonism in the bud.

      I turned to her and said, in as reasonable a tone as I could muster, “I’ve never been convicted of anything.”

      “Doesn’t mean you’re not guilty. What was it? Rape? Murder? Both?”

      They’d asked me something similar before, and I had just as little intention of providing an answer this time.

      “I’m not what you think I am,” I said. “I don’t eat babies for breakfast, nor do I spend my every waking moment planning my next kill.” I shrugged my shoulders even though I should have been keeping my left wrist still for Deeve to work.

      “But consider this. If I did plan on murder and rape, then I could do so as easily with these chains as I could without. Nor did I need to announce my presence when I found you all. I could have kept my distance and waited for an opportunity.”

      I pasted a friendly smile on my face as I said it, then hammered my point home.

      “I could have taken the power cutter from the toolbox at any time, and none of you would have known any different. Instead, I played it straight, and even helped to fight off the wolves.”

      It seemed that some of my words were getting through, but Jayloo wasn’t willing to let go of her animosity so quickly.

      “None of that means a damn thing—” she began.

      “Thank you for that, by the way,” Kia said, cutting the other woman off. “If not for you, those things might have been too much.”

      The Commander turned to the psychic. “You saw that?” she asked. “The wolves beating us?”

      But Kia shook her head. “More like a sense of doom that lifted when Adam showed up.”

      All the while, Deeve had been heating the chain up, and I’d been ignoring the smell of burnt flesh that was starting to waft up from where the metal cuff touched my skin.

      Finally judging it ready, she hit the plasma button, and a few seconds later, I was free.

      Sure, it looked as if I would be wearing steel cuffs around my wrists and ankles for the foreseeable future, but at least now I had my full range of movement back.

      Not bad, all things considered. And besides, I could see a situation or two where having a wide steel chunk of metal protecting my wrists might be a good thing. For one, the wolf creature’s teeth and quills would never have pierced it.

      “Thank you,” I said to Deeve.

      The tall woman turned off the power cutter.

      “You’re welcome.” Then she addressed the others. “Adam says we should move from this place.”

      “He does, does he?” Uma replied. She seemed to already be thinking of me as a threat to her position, but I decided to ignore that potential issue for the time being.

      “I do. The sooner the better. The longer we stay where we are, the fewer resources we’ll have to support us as we look for greener pastures.”

      I looked pointedly toward the dead creatures still bleeding on the ground. “And there’s still the scent of fresh meat in the air. I’m not sure we want to find out if there are other creatures around that might be attracted to such things.”

      I was careful to make it sound like I was offering advice rather than making a decision. Getting on the wrong side of Uma would be the wrong thing to do.

      The Commander seemed to consider my words. “And where do you suggest we go?”

      “That way,” I said, indicating for the second time. “I caught a hint of green in the distance. Maybe there’s water there, and more life.”

      Again, the Commander nodded slowly. “Perhaps we’ll sleep on it. See if anyone comes up with any better ideas during the night.”

      At this, I let out a chuckle.

      “Something funny?” Jayloo demanded.

      “Yes, actually. I don’t know if you’ve noticed. How long has it been since the transport crashed? Three hours, maybe four in total? In all that time, has the position of the sun changed at all?”

      The others stared at me, but Sydney spoke first.

      “No,” she said.

      I nodded. “And what does that mean?”

      “That this world doesn’t rotate,” Sydney said.

      I nodded again. “Perhaps those moons, the big one and the others, maybe they’ve slowed this world’s rotation to a standstill. Either way, where we are now, there’s no such thing as night time. That band of green I saw, I’m thinking that might be in perpetual twilight. Further beyond, it would always be dark.”

      The girls all looked to one another. It was apparent they hadn’t considered this reality. Granted, they’d had other things on their minds, notably their basic survival. But it was clear that they couldn’t stay here. Not under the baking sun.

      Where the transport had crashed was no place to set up a camp.

      The Commander looked around to the others. Most of them seemed to agree with what I’d said. But Jayloo did not.

      Perhaps she was naturally disagreeable. More likely, she was just scared, or didn’t like that it was me who had made the suggestion.

      “I want to stay with the ship,” she said.

      “Why?” Uma asked.

      The small woman glared at me and shrugged her shoulders. “If anyone does come looking for us, how will they find us if we don’t?”

      While her point was reasonably valid, we’d already discussed several reasons why that wasn’t a great option.

      It was Sydney who spoke to the smaller woman. She kept her voice low, and explained almost as if to a child.

      “There isn’t going to be anyone looking for us,” she said. “You heard what the Commander said. The communications array–it’s gone. Not just damaged. Gone. Which means we aren’t even broadcasting a distress beacon. And even if it wasn’t, the transport is sinking. If it continues to do so, in a couple of days, it will be gone as well.”

      The Commander herself added the final nail. “Even if somebody tries to find us, the chances are not very good they would succeed. This world—we’re not anywhere near where we should have been.”

      “Then where the hell are we?” the small woman demanded.

      Uma didn’t answer immediately. When she did, she spoke with a sigh in her voice. “A long, long way from home.”

      Even then, Jayloo wasn’t ready to give up. Not completely. “We don’t know what’s out there,” she said.

      It was Deeve’s turn to respond. “You are right,” she said. “But we do know what is here. And what is here isn’t enough. No food. No water. Nothing. Isn’t it better to leave if it offers us a chance to survive, rather than stay with no chance at all?”

      Jayloo didn’t have an answer to this. But she tried nevertheless.

      “At least the transport offers us shelter,” she said.

      It was Kia’s turn to add her voice to the discussion. “Shelter and protection are not the same thing,” she said. “Nor is it shelter if it sinks into the sand.”

      The small, combative woman looked away, saying nothing more.

      Uma Reynolds, Commander of the EVE transport, looked at each of us in turn. “So, it’s decided. We can’t stay here. We will leave, taking what we can with us, with the goal of finding somewhere less inhospitable. Somewhere where we have a better chance of survival.”

      The others all seemed to be in agreement. Jayloo didn’t look entirely happy, but she raised no further objections.

      As for me, I was happy enough with the outcome. At the very least, nobody, not even Jayloo, had suggested that I shouldn’t be going with them.
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      The main issue was going to be water. We had a very limited supply, and there was no guarantee that we would find drinkable water no matter how long we looked.

      Yet I wasn’t truly worried. The wolf-creatures must have had to drink. If they could find water in this barren land, then it had to be out there. We could find it as well.

      But the sooner we started out, the more time we had to do so.

      Perhaps this thought was playing on Uma’s mind as well. Once the six of us had salvaged pretty much anything of use from the damaged transport, there wasn’t much reason to stay.

      The pile of supplies we’d gathered was formidable. To the water, food, tarpaulins, toolbox and med kit, we’d added a quantity of cabling, a number of narrow steel tubes we could use for a number of different purposes, and even a few shards of metal, torn from the transport, that I thought we might turn into weapons of some sort.

      Sydney eyeballed it all warily. “How do we carry all that?” she asked.

      “We don’t,” I replied.

      The environmental scientist gave me a puzzled expression.

      “Santa would understand,” I said. “Call me Rudolph.”

      When it seemed she still didn’t get it, I explained in more detail. “We load the supplies onto one of those outer panels that have come off from the transport. The metal is strong and lightweight, and about the right shape. We use the cables and harness ourselves up as huskies. Then we drag the whole lot behind us.”

      Now she understood. There was a note of concern in her expression, which I could fully understand. It wasn’t going to be easy, or fun. But eventually, she nodded.

      It was the only real option.

      It took maybe another half hour to get everything ready to go. I already knew that much of the work would be done by me, with Uma and Deeve doing their share. Sydney would be game, but neither Jayloo nor Kia were built for this kind of work, and Jayloo was injured to boot.

      Nevertheless, we made harnesses for them as well, with Jayloo eyeing it all dubiously, but everyone else just accepting it as necessary.

      “Don’t forget your weapons,” I said. “We’ve already been attacked once. We don’t know what else is out there.” I still had my makeshift club in my hands.

      And then we were ready to go. But before we took our first steps into the unknown, Uma and the others all stood for a moment, looking back at the sinking hulk that had carried them through the stars.

      I knew what they were thinking.

      This was the difference between the known and the unknown, and to take those first steps was a big deal even if it was obviously the right thing to do.

      It had to be a little frightening for them. But if we wanted to survive, we had to find somewhere that better provided for our needs.

      All at once, the Commander turned away from the ruined transport.

      “Come on,” she said. “The sooner we get started, the sooner we find what we’re looking for.”

      And so we began. The six of us digging in, hauling the weight of our supplies behind us.

      Almost immediately, Jayloo set up a steady stream of curses. Nor could I really blame her. The supplies were heavy, and she was the lightest of all of us. She didn’t have the bulk that this task required.

      Yet despite this, and her injured army—not to mention that it was her who’d spoken out against leaving the transport anyway—she kept at it, placing one foot in front of the other as everyone else did, the group of us making our way into the wastelands.
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      At first, there wasn’t much in the way of conversation. It was a grim sort of work, heavy and tiring, and the terrain didn’t much help. Our feet tended to sink into the sandy earth, making everything just a little bit harder than it needed to be.

      Or maybe the terrain did help after all. It was largely flat, with only a few low hills to contend with, and that same sandy soil enabled the makeshift sled to slide relatively unimpeded.

      We made, to my perception, relatively good time.

      In half an hour, the EVE transport had become no more than a dark shape in a distant crater. A little while later, after we crested a low saddle between two small hills, and the transport disappeared from view completely.

      But it didn’t last.

      It was Jayloo who was first to pause. The small woman had been gamely leaning her weight into the job, but abruptly stood up.

      “Jesus fuck, can it get any hotter?” she demanded, panting slightly.

      Perhaps the rest of us could have kept going, but Sydney and Kia stumbled to a halt as well, and that seemed to be a signal for even Deeve and Uma to pause.

      I didn’t have a choice. I stood up as well, noting that the women were all breathing hard and sweating profusely, even as I was.

      At the same time, some of them were also largely overdressed for the conditions.

      Kia was fine. The flowing skirt and top she wore might not have been practical, but at least it would keep her cool.

      But Jayloo, Sydney, and Uma were all wearing layers.

      “Then take something off,” Deeve said.

      Sydney didn’t hesitate, stripping off a loose jacket that she shouldn’t have been wearing to begin with, revealing a lightweight blouse that seemed a much better choice for the conditions.

      But Jayloo hesitated.

      “What’s wrong?” the sandy-haired environmentalist asked.

      To my surprise, Jayloo shot a glance my way before she responded. When she did, she muttered under her breath.

      “What?” Sydney said.

      “What I’m wearing underneath. It’s see-through,” Jayloo snapped. This time, she deliberately didn’t look my way.

      But Sydney did. “Oh,” she said.

      I found myself shaking my head. “Your choice,” I said. “But do you really want to overheat just for the sake of modesty?”

      Jayloo didn’t seem to quite know what to say.

      Before she could figure it out, Uma shrugged out of her harness and stripped off her shirt. Beneath, she wore just a short halter top, exposing her midriff and arms.

      She was just as solid and muscular as she’d seemed, and stacked on top. I found myself gazing in appreciation, and it took a few seconds before I noticed that she had a detailed pattern of tattoos down one arm.

      “So what if he looks?” Uma said. “Take it as a compliment.”

      Jayloo didn’t look entirely pleased, but in the end, practicality won out. She turned her back, removed her harness and sling, then shrugged out of her top layer.

      What she wore underneath wasn’t exactly see-through. But it had holes cut strategically here and there.

      As the purple-haired woman climbed back into her harness, deliberately not looking my way, I noted that she was as slim as she’d seemed, but perhaps a bit bigger on top than she originally appeared.

      I didn’t stare. Not exactly. But I couldn’t help but see, through one of the holes cut to the side, that she wore a ring through her left nipple.

      Then my view was blocked by the purple-haired woman’s arm as she set her sling back in place.

      Deliberately, I brought my attention back to the empty sand in front of me, and when the women had stashed their excess clothing, we continued on our way.
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      We settled back into a slow, methodical rhythm, and I spent the time watching our shadows.

      With the sun above and behind us, those shadows were about the same height as we were. In my mind, unless we were heading for some sort of oasis, the smudge of green I’d seen had to be at the juncture between day and night.

      There were too many unknowns for me to work out how far ahead of us it might be, including the circumference of this world we were on. But it was clear we had a fair walk ahead of us.

      If I’d been paying better attention to the length of my shadow when I’d climbed out of my pod, maybe I would have a better understanding. But I hadn’t. Which meant all I could do was pay attention to it now.

      As we walked, I also kept a close eye out for anything dangerous. I used my ocular sensors to their utmost, and watched both the sky and the land for anything dangerous.

      At first, I saw very little beyond a few flyers in the distance. But as we continued, I saw more and more signs of life.

      Small things, for the most part, fist-sized creatures living between rocks. Some of them scampered away as we came into view, but others stood up and looked at us with animalistic curiosity.

      I made a mental note of these creatures, thinking that they might be good to eat, but didn’t untangle myself from my harness to hunt them. There would be time enough for that later, I thought. And besides, we still had a couple of crates of rations. Which meant it was far more important to find usable sources of water.

      A couple of times, I thought I saw something moving beneath the surface of the sand, something of a decent size. Perhaps it was the same type of subterranean thing I’d seen before.

      Whether it would prove dangerous or not, I couldn’t yet tell, but I kept a close eye on Kia. I didn’t have any true understanding of how extensive her gifts might prove to be. But she’d warned us of the danger of the wolves, so I figured that if there was anything to worry about, she would probably sense it.

      So far, she’d just continued to walk, tethered with the others, making no complaint.

      We passed by two other signs of life that were worth mentioning.

      The first was a collection of plants, cactus-like things that grew in clumps here and there, often next to an outcropping of rock. At the first sight of these plants, I called a brief halt and approached one of them with my club.

      I used the spiky end to open the plant’s flesh near the base, hoping to see clean water gush forth.

      Instead, the plant produced a thick, milky exudate that my ocular sensor told me was toxic. At the same time, the plant-thing shuddered as if in response to my efforts, and somehow produced a high-pitched wailing noise.

      The girls and I both stared at it for a while, surprised and a little horrified as well. Then, the experiment a complete failure, I returned to my harness, and we continued on.

      The other sign of life in these wastes was, paradoxically, a graveyard of sorts.

      We’d reached a bit of a valley between a low series of hills, and scattered about in every direction, there were skeletons.

      What creatures they might have belonged to, I couldn’t tell. Not the wolf thing, that much was certain. These things, most of them anyway, were larger. About twice the size.

      And there were dozens of them.

      Without intending to do so, all of us stopped.

      “What are these things?” Deeve asked out loud.

      “Maybe some sort of herbivore,” Sydney responded. “Judging by their size and shape. But I think there’s more than one species here. Look. Some of the jaws show sharpened teeth. Others, not so much. And look, that one has two tails. This one looks to have stood up on its hind legs. And look at the ridge on the skull over there.”

      The cheerful-seeming woman appeared to be fascinated, and nor could I blame her. This was the most interesting thing I’d seen so far on this world.

      “What killed them all?” Uma asked.

      “Hard to say. But some of these bones… there are marks in them. Teeth marks? But then the question is whether that’s what killed them, or if they came later.”

      “It’s a good sign either way,” I commented. “For this world to be able to support creatures like this, surely it can support us as well.”

      “Well, I think they’re creepy,” Jayloo said. “That said, I’m tired. We’ve been walking for ages. Isn’t it time we had a break? And something to drink?”

      The others all looked to Uma to make the decision, but the Commander had already turned to Kia.

      “Is it safe here?”

      Kia looked around, her big eyes seeming to take in more than just what was there to see. Then she closed those eyes and took a deep breath. I couldn’t tell what she was doing, whether she was trying to consciously use her abilities, or if she was just taking a breather.

      But she opened her eyes again quickly enough. “I can sense no hidden dangers. We should be good for a while.”

      Uma was already climbing out of her harness. “We’ll take a break. But just a short one. The sun is still hot, and we could have a long way to go.”

      It was good enough. With varying sighs of relief all around, the others climbed out of their harnesses as well.
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      Despite Kia’s reassurance, it still seemed prudent to keep an eye out for potential danger. Apparently, Deeve thought the same. The tall, athletic woman and I kept an informal watch as the others shared a drink and a few of the rations, the latter of which looked to be the same sort of dried, processed crap I’d eaten so often before.

      Out of curiosity, I examined a few of the skeletons, as well as the more random bones that were scattered about.

      I picked up one that was about the same size and shape as a small human femur, and hefted it.

      “What are you thinking?” Deeve asked.

      “I’m wondering if these bones burn the same way that wood does, in a fire. And I’m wondering if something like this might be good to shape for a handle. For your makeshift blades, for example.”

      The tall woman raised her eyebrows at the thought. “Good thinking,” she said, and together, we dug through the supplies for the toolbox once more.

      I didn’t intend to spend the break immediately fashioning a handle for one of Deeve’s knives, but instead chose the power cutter that had proved so useful before. A quick glance at the power reading showed that it still had considerably more than half a charge.

      I knew that if things were going to proceed as I expected, we might have to ration that power as much as possible. Once it was gone, it was very unlikely we would be able to charge it again.

      But some things just had to be tested.

      I took the power cutter back to the nearest skeleton and stacked some of the bones up as if I was starting a fire. Then I turned the power cutter on, and played the flame over the bones.

      For a moment, it seemed like it would do the trick. The bones caught just as wood might have done.

      But when I turned the power cutter off once again, the flames quickly burned themselves out.

      “Just like normal bones, then,” I muttered to myself.

      It wasn’t a big issue. Not yet. But I liked to be prepared, and so far, we hadn’t really found any decent supplies of real wood.

      With a sigh, I put the power cutter back away, but I still gathered up a few of the straighter bones for later use. Deeve wasn’t the only one to have brought along shards of metal from the transport, with an eye to using them as knives.

      When everyone had slaked their thirst and had at least a few bites of that dried, leather-like ration bar, Uma decided that we had all rested long enough.

      She called everyone back to the harness, and while there were a few groans and moans, there were no serious objections.

      We quickly fell back into our rhythm, towing the sled behind us, and soon the bone graveyard was no more than a memory.
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      For the next several hours, we repeated the pattern. We would walk, towing the sled behind us, until we had covered enough distance to justify a halt. Then we would rest, drink, and chew on a ration stick, before moving off once again.

      The terrain grew progressively rockier, with less and less sand, and it had been a long while since I’d seen any sign of the mud pools of before. Some of the rocks had a windblown appearance, with many of them displaying grooves or even holes.

      It looked as if they had somehow been sandblasted. It was a curiosity, but at first no more than that. Of greater interest to me was the wildlife.

      For the first time, we came face to face with a school of flying creatures.

      Unlike those I’d seen in the distance, these were smaller, and displayed brightly iridescent colors. They weren’t birds as I thought of them, but nor were they insects. Instead, these seemed to fit somewhere between the two.

      They moved together, turning as if they were a singular, larger creature.

      It was Jayloo who saw them first. The purple-haired woman gave a startled squeal and stopped dead in her tracks. The school of flyers was directly in front of her, as if studying her to decide if she would be tasty, and I could tell she didn’t know whether to be frightened or not.

      “Jayloo, don’t move,” said Uma.

      Of course, the smaller woman paid no attention. She struggled to get out of her harness, and I could sense that she had made up her mind. She was going to run.

      Where she thought she might go, I couldn’t have guessed. But it was clear she wasn’t thinking clearly.

      “If you lose yourself in this wasteland, we may never be able to find you,” I said.

      The small woman turned toward me with an expression verging on panic. I couldn’t help but notice that her top had shifted about, allowing me a view of soft, curved flesh through one of the holes.

      “What are these things? Get them away from me!”

      For some reason, the flyers seemed to have taken a particular interest in her. They were all lined up, hovering mere inches away from her, and in truth, I couldn’t fault the woman’s concern.

      So I did what people have done to shoo away flying things since time immemorial. I waved my arms in the air and shouted at them.

      “Shoo! Go on! Leave her alone!”

      The others seemed to think that was a good idea, because in moments, everyone was effectively copying my actions, flapping their arms about, and filling the air with noise.

      It would have been funny if Jayloo hadn’t been so scared.

      All right. I admit it. It was a little funny regardless.

      And it worked. To an extent. As if attracted by the noise, the squadron of flyers turned about in every direction. They seemed to consider their options, before as one, they turned and darted away, as if they’d never been there at all.

      The girls and I kept flapping our arms for a second or two longer. Then Sydney started to laugh, and in moments, the rest of us all joined in.

      Except Jayloo, who perhaps thought we were laughing at her. With one arm in a sling, she closed her other hand into a fist and clenched it to her side.

      “It’s not funny!” she said.

      But the impact of her words was partially lessened by the way her breasts jiggled as she spoke, partially visible behind her sling, through the holes in her top.

      I took a deep breath and wondered just how long it had been since I’d been in the company of a woman.

      “Too long,” I muttered to myself.

      It must have been, given how easily I was being distracted.

      But at least it was making me view Jayloo more favorably.
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      Not long after, we had a potentially more dangerous interaction with some of the local wildlife.

      It was Kia who spotted it. Either her psychic senses warned her, or she was just particularly sharp-eyed.

      Either way, she was walking close to the front of the group when she suddenly paused.

      “Wait,” she said, and that was enough for Uma.

      “What is it?” the bigger woman asked.

      “There,” said Kia, pointing just ahead of us.

      At first, I could see nothing. The surroundings were no different from anywhere else. Rocky, sandy earth, largely barren.

      But then Deeve saw it as well. “That ground is a different color,” she said.

      She was right. There was a section of earth, perhaps a dozen paces away, that didn’t quite match the rest of it. Out of an innate sense of caution, I bent down and plucked a fist-sized rock from the ground. Making sure that everyone could see what I was up to, I tossed the rock toward the oddly colored patch of ground.

      I was vaguely aware of an Earth creature called a trap door spider. I knew from my own experience that such a concept, an ambush predator hiding beneath the ground, wasn’t unique.

      But this was different.

      Instead of a single huge creature swarming out to attack my thrown rock, at first it seemed that there were dozens of them, erupting from all around the discolored area. It wasn’t a spider, of that much I was certain.

      But it could have been some kind of octopus thing, made up of dozens, hundreds, perhaps even thousands of tentacles.

      Or it could have been that each tentacle was itself a coherent, singular creature.

      Either way, within less than a heartbeat, my thrown rock had been swamped by a writhing, shimmering mass of undulating flesh.

      The sight of it seemed to awaken the same part of my brain that recognized snakes and millipedes and, yes, spiders as well. I had a visceral, negative reaction to this creature, and that reaction was not helped at all by its smell.

      It stank like a rotting piece of meat.

      More than one of the girls turned away, their faces suddenly green, as if the sight and smell of this creature had made them immediately nauseas. But I continued to watch, in part to make sure that we were far enough away to be out of danger.

      Some of the tentacles waved briefly in our direction. But only for a moment. As soon as it decided that its potential prey was nothing but a thrown rock, it quickly slimed its way back beneath its camouflaged piece of land.

      When it was gone, the world seemed a friendlier place once again.

      “Well,” I said. “That was unpleasant. Let’s make a point to stay out of the way of things like that, shall we?”

      The girls murmured their agreement, and we continued onward, giving the foul creature a wide berth.
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        * * *

      

      When it came, the first gust of wind wasn’t much. A single puff, just enough to pick up a few handfuls of sand and fling it at our faces.

      We kept going, trudging across the land, and the wind picked up.

      Within half an hour, it was constant, buffeting us from the side, hurling grit and sand at us non-stop.

      And it was getting worse with every step we took.

      I understood then why so many of the boulders in this area looked to be scoured, sandblasted. It’s because that’s exactly what had been done to them.

      It wasn’t long before the girls started complaining.

      “How long is this going to last?” asked one, I wasn’t sure who, as her voice got partially blown about in the wind.

      “I don’t know,” Kia responded, as if the question was directed to her.

      “We have to get out of this!” Deeve said, and I had to agree.

      Not only was it uncomfortable in its own right, but this wind would make it harder to see anything dangerous coming our way. If that trapdoor, Lovecraftian nightmare had been in front of us in this, likely we would never have seen it.

      “There!” I shouted, pointing to a large outcropping of rock. “We’ll get behind that and use it for shelter!”

      At my words, Uma shot me a look that seemed to hold equal points agreement and disappointment, as if she would have preferred to be the one to make such a call. Yet she didn’t object, and in fact was the first to angle herself toward the boulders I’d indicated.

      The rest of us trudged along, hauling the makeshift sled behind us.

      As if the weather gods weren’t happy with our plan to head for shelter, the wind picked up. It was as if a wall of sand had hurled itself against us, blanking out much of the light.

      Several of the girls cried out, expressing their discomfort. Jayloo, the smallest and most fragile of them, stumbled into Deeve and Uma, who did both did their best to help her stand her ground.

      I held my hand up to my eyes, forming a shield, and felt the sting of the sand against my skin, heard it pinging off the metal cuff on my wrist. I had to angle my body against it in order to keep my feet, and knew that the girls would have more trouble than me.

      Deeve was cursing as if she was aiming to make a career out of it, and I muttered a few such words myself.

      At the same time, I couldn’t help but stagger to a halt. The girls were spending their effort fighting the wind and had largely forgotten about trying to get themselves and the sled to shelter.

      “Come on!” I shouted, struggling to make myself heard over the wind. Sand and grit immediately forced their way into my mouth, and I did my best to spit it back out. “Just a little bit further!”

      With that, I surged forward, carrying the majority of the sled’s weight along with me, grimly aware that there was a real danger of the wind tipping it over and spilling the supplies into the sand.

      I didn’t want that to happen, didn’t want to risk the few essentials we had getting buried, or, worse, having the water container puncture against a sharp rock.

      I placed a guiding hand on Uma’s back and would have done the same with Deeve but I was still holding my club in one hand. The Commander seemed to flinch at my touch, but she didn’t object, and it seemed to give her the direction she needed.

      She surged ahead as well, still half supporting Jayloo, and the others were finally able to gain some momentum.

      With each of us doing our best, protecting ourselves against the driving sand, we slowly made our way toward the outcropping of boulders that we knew to be there, but which we had lost sight of in the wind.

      All we could do was place one foot in front of the other, angling our bodies away from the wind as best as we could, and drag the sled along.

      One step.

      Then another.

      And one more.

      Again and again, we made our way forward, until I began to worry that we’d become disoriented, and that perhaps we’d missed our target.

      But we hadn’t. It just took a little longer to get there.

      Finally, we found ourselves in the lee of the rocks, and while they didn’t offer perfect protection, it was enough that each of the girls breathed a sigh of relief and began to relax.

      “The sled too!” I shouted, not quite as loudly as before. “We have to get it out of the wind!”

      The need to protect the sled and its contents was clear enough to all by then that there were no arguments. Everyone put the effort in for a few more seconds, until the sled was also sheltered from the wind.

      But if the girls thought they were done, then they were mistaken.

      “The canvas sheets!” I called out. “Help me make a shelter!”

      At first, the girls didn’t know what I planned, but with a few quick commands—along with a little cursing—I managed to convey my intentions.

      Within just a few minutes, we constructed a tent type of thing held up by steel poles I had salvaged for the purpose, the whole thing held in place with electrical cord.

      By the time we were done, the open end of the tent was flapping madly in the wind, but with the boulders and the canvas working together, we were all protected from the driving sand, and there was even plenty of space for the sled.

      It was Sydney who asked the pertinent question.

      “Now what?”

      I shot a glance at Uma, but she seemed happy enough for me to respond.

      “Now, we wait out the storm. Get some rest. It’s been a long, hard day, and tomorrow will be much the same.”
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      It seemed that the girls were too wired to settle down right away. Or perhaps it was a combination of that and the ongoing noise of the dust storm, and simple hunger and thirst as well.

      Either way, as they sought to quench the thirst and deal with the hunger, they sat themselves down almost in a circle. It was as if they sought to draw comfort from the presence of one another.

      As for me, I suspected the chances of any of the local wildlife seeking us out for an easy meal was low. Not much would be moving about in a storm such as this.

      But I nevertheless positioned myself to keep half an eye out for any threat, even as I rested my back against the stack of supplies, a ration-stick in my hand to assuage my own hunger.

      The slight separation this created between me and the women was deliberate. Deeve had accepted me. But Jayloo had not, and Uma’s impression of me seemed to change from moment to moment, depending on how useful she thought me to be—or how much she thought I was stepping on her authority.

      As for the other two, if I had to bet, I would have put good coin on Kia being on my side. But Sydney was a different story. At first glance, she seemed friendly and welcoming. But I was starting to think she kept her truest thoughts to herself.

      And every last one of them, including Deeve, had seen me in chains.

      “We’re going to die here, aren’t we?” Jayloo asked, out of the blue.

      “What? No!” Sydney responded. She was sitting closest to the purple-haired woman. Instinctively, the environmental scientist reached out and put an arm around Jayloo’s shoulders. “Of course not. We have food and water to last for several days.”

      “Yes, but no more than that,” Jayloo argued. “And we have one more mouth to feed than before.”

      Sitting hunched over as she was, the holes in her top no longer provided any tantalizing views of the flesh beneath. I looked away, and started to think about whether to start rationing that food and water, to make it last a few more days.

      It all depended on how far away we were from the green I had seen before. If we could get there, then surely we should be able to find water. And even out here under the sun, there was enough life about that there must be fresh water to be had.

      “If not for him, then we would die,” Kia said, her voice light and ethereal.

      “You said that before. But how do we know?” Jayloo demanded.

      If she thought the psychic would defend herself, then she was in for a surprise. Kia just shrugged her shoulders.

      “We don’t. Not really. I guess the proof will be if we do die or not. Of course, you could try sending him away and see what happens, but I wouldn’t advise it.”

      Jayloo shot me a calculating glance, but I didn’t need to say anything.

      “Nobody is sending anyone away,” Uma said, her voice quiet but no less authoritative for that. “In case you hadn’t noticed, he’s pulling more than his fair share of the weight of the sled. And if he hadn’t stood with us against those creatures when they attacked… I don’t know if just me and Deeve could have held them back.”

      Deeve nodded at the Commander’s words, agreeing all the way.

      But still, Jayloo wasn’t satisfied. “If it weren’t for him, we’d still be back at the transport,” she began.

      “And what good would that have done any of us?” Deeve responded, her tone indicating quite clearly that she’d had enough of the woman’s words.

      Jayloo took the hint, but didn’t quite lapse into silence.

      “It would be easier if we knew what he did,” she muttered.

      At this, both Sydney and Uma looked at me with a mix of curiosity and suspicion in their expressions. Deeve didn’t seem concerned either way, but after a while, even Kia turned her luminous gaze toward me.

      “Perhaps it would be best if you told us,” the psychic said. “It might help things go more smoothly if you did.”

      I thought about it. Chewed on a dried ration stick.

      Swallowed.

      “Would you believe me if I told you?” I asked them.

      “Try us,” Uma said, and I had to admit, that was probably the best answer she could have given.

      I was still cautious, but I had to say something.

      “You all know what I am,” I said. “A canary. An explorer of worlds, an assessor for the Company. Maybe you know something about the surgeries, the implants and physical enhancements that role requires. But have you heard about the psychological testing?”

      I looked around, and saw that for most of them, they’d never even considered the question.

      But Uma had some inkling. “I’ve heard some reports,” she said. “But why don’t you tell us?”

      The others nodded.

      I thought about it, and decided it couldn’t do any harm.

      “They test you for all sorts of things. Different personality traits that they say are all about seeing if you can do the job. Whether you can reasonably expect to touch down on a new world, all by yourself, not knowing if the first step you take might kill you. What do you think they might look for with those particular tests?”

      It took them a moment before they worked out I wasn’t just being rhetorical. I wanted them to answer. I wanted them to do some of the work.

      “Courage,” Deeve said. “They’re looking for courage.”

      I nodded, but kept waiting.

      “A lack of imagination,” Jayloo said, framing the suggestion as an insult.

      I smiled at her. “In part, yes. They’re not looking for people who will overthink a situation. But instead, for those who will look at what is and react accordingly.”

      Sydney was studying me carefully. “You’re comfortable being by yourself,” she said.

      I nodded.

      “Then why even seek us out? Why didn’t you go your own way to begin with?” she added.

      “In truth, I didn’t seek you out. When I climbed out of my pod, for all I knew, I was alone on a hostile world. Without a directive from the Company, my first thoughts are simple. To survive. And that means food and water.” I gestured with my head to the supplies I was leaning against. “Both of which I found.”

      Neither Jayloo nor Sydney looked pleased with my answer.

      “So why stick around?” Sydney asked. “Why didn’t you just take what you wanted and go?”

      “I could have done that. But that would have been much the same as killing you all, don’t you think? Leaving you alone on this world, without any resources to speak of. And despite what Jayloo might think, that’s not who I am.”

      “A group has a greater chance of survival than an individual, for the most part,” Uma said.

      I nodded. “For the most part. If they’re willing to work together.”

      Uma was still studying me. “You’re cold,” she said. “Calculating. That’s another thing they test for.”

      I nodded slowly. I couldn’t deny it. But at the same time, it wasn’t what I wanted them to focus on. It wasn’t the most relevant to the main question.

      “I’m also honest, conscientious, loyal, and trustworthy. Which are also characteristics they are specifically looking for. But here’s another question. In all the time the Company has been using people like me, assessors to scout new worlds, seeking avenues for ever-increasing profits, how many have ever gone rogue?”

      The woman all looked to each other. I knew the answer, just as they did.

      “How many have ever committed a crime?”

      I stared at them again, looking for the answer on their faces.

      “Honesty. Loyalty. Trustworthy. Those are characteristics they look for above all else. How many people who have those characteristics turn to crime?”

      “Depends. I’ve heard of gangs where the members have those characteristics. Organized crime syndicates,” Sydney said.

      I had to give her the point. “I’m not in a gang. Or if I am, that gang is the Company itself. And yet, its them who put me in chains. The people I’m supposed to be loyal to.”

      Jayloo apparently wasn’t enjoying the journey I was taking her on. “Just tell us what you did!” she demanded.

      “Nothing more than my job,” I said.

      “I don’t believe you,” the purple-haired woman shot back.

      I stared at her for a moment, but didn’t otherwise react.

      “What do you think might happen if someone like me stumbled across something that the Company wanted to keep secret?” I asked.

      “You’re supposed to be this trustworthy, loyal person. Surely they can expect you to keep your mouth shut?” she responded.

      “Ordinarily, yes. But what if this secret was more important than that? What if it was so important that the company couldn’t risk it ever coming out at all?”

      “Then they would just kill you,” Jayloo said.

      “Perhaps they should have done that. But what if that was too permanent a solution? If they wanted the source of the secret available if they needed it?” I shrugged. “Either way, they chose a different option.” At this, I held up my wrists, showing them the cuffs.

      There was silence for a few moments.

      “What secret?” Deeve asked.

      I smiled at her. “Do you really want to know? I mean, if it’s important enough that they would go to such lengths to shut me up, what do you think they would do to others who knew?”

      I didn’t say anything else. I just let the pieces I’d laid out take form in the girls’ minds.

      Honest, trustworthy, loyal.

      There had never been a case where someone like me went rogue.

      An unnamed conspiracy of silence.

      Perhaps it wasn’t enough to turn all of their opinions my way, but it certainly didn’t do me any harm.

      But Uma wasn’t done asking questions. She had one more up her sleeve, and I had to admit, it was a good one.

      “What would you do if you could? If you were free to act?” For the first time since I’d known her, she cracked a wry smile. “If you weren’t stuck on an uncharted world a gazillion light years away from where you were supposed to be?”

      I paused for a moment to think. “I hadn’t really considered it,” I said truthfully. Then I held her gaze. “But if I was free to do so, I would use the information I have to burn the whole Company to the ground.”

      At my words, some of the women murmured in surprise or perhaps even shock.

      “What about your supposed loyalty?” Jayloo asked.

      “It ended the moment they put me in chains.”

      “It’s that explosive?” Uma asked. “The things you know?”

      “It could be.” Then I shrugged my shoulders and looked away. “Not that it matters any more. It looks like we might be stuck here for the foreseeable future.”

      As one, the women grew contemplative, their expressions varying from sadness and loss through to grief.

      Again, Uma turned to Kia.

      “Kia? What do you think? Will we find a way off this chunk of rock?”

      But the psychic didn’t have an answer one way or the other.

      To the ongoing tune of the howling sandstorm and flapping canvas, I repeated a variation of my earlier comment.

      “It’s been a long day. If you can, it might be a good idea to get some rest. I’ll take the first watch. I don’t need as much sleep as others do.”

      This time, the girls were more inclined to take my suggestion.

      Each of them found a relatively comfortable space for themselves even as I stared out into the storm.
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      I shifted about to better keep an eye on the open end of our shelter. I was settling myself in, preparing for a few long, empty hours, when to my surprise, Deeve approached and sat down beside me without asking.

      I’d seen her whispering to Uma but hadn’t thought much of it. But now, I put two and two together.

      “The Commander doesn’t trust me to keep watch all by myself?” I asked the athletic woman beside me, softening my words somewhat with a grin.

      Deeve didn’t answer directly. “Or perhaps I’m simply not yet ready for sleep,” she said.

      I was happy enough to let that small fiction slide, and for a few minutes, we sat together in companionable silence.

      I heard the first hints of light snoring from one or other of the women, as well as a muffled sob or two from Jayloo. It was clear that the small woman wasn’t coping very well, but at the same time, it wasn’t my place to try to comfort her.

      Beside me, Deeve turned toward the sound, and I thought she might choose to leave, to see what she could do to help. But I touched her knee, drawing her attention back my way.

      “Wait,” I said quietly.

      Sure enough, within a matter of seconds, I heard a feminine voice trying to quietly soothe the smaller woman. I glanced over and saw that Sydney had shifted closer to the purple-haired woman, and was effectively snuggling against her, giving her the comfort she needed.

      At the sight, Deeve relaxed a little, then glanced toward me. But her expression was almost an accusation.

      “Cold and calculating,” she said, repeating the description—or accusation—Uma had leveled my way.

      I nodded. “When I need to be,” I agreed. I kept my voice low enough not to be heard by the others over the sound of the storm. “But that doesn’t mean I lack empathy.”

      Deeve’s expression softened. “Was that part of the tests as well?”

      I nodded. “The company understands that happy workers are more productive. And that’s more than just about checking boxes. When I assess a new world, I’m assessing how it will feel to live there as much as anything else.”

      Deeve settled herself back against the supplies and seemed to relax.

      “We’re never going to get off this world, are we?” she asked.

      I thought about it. “The chances aren’t good. If what Uma says is true, we’re a long way away from where we should be. But that doesn’t mean this part of space is empty.” I shrugged. “Maybe there’s someone up there even now, scanning for signs of life.”

      “Maybe we should have stayed with the transport,” Deeve mused. “Surely a broken transport would be easier to spot than half a dozen people hiding out in a sandstorm.”

      I considered telling her about the tracker that had been grafted into me. Sure, the range wasn’t that great, but if anyone did happen to be in orbit, they would pick up my signal without any trouble.

      At the same time, I didn’t want to give the woman beside me false hope.

      “Leaving the ship was the smart thing to do,” I said, but didn’t go into the reasons. They’d already been said.

      As if her thoughts were mirroring my own, she asked, “Do you think we will find water?”

      “I do,” I said, putting as much confidence in my words as I could. “We’ve already seen evidence that it exists. The creatures we’ve seen—they’re not so different here than elsewhere. Which means they must be getting water from somewhere.”

      My words seemed to give the tall woman some comfort. I realized then that Jayloo’s sobbing had faded to the point where I couldn’t hear it through the wind. And again, perhaps that’s where Deeve’s thoughts drifted to as well.

      “Do you think Jayloo and Sydney…” she began, but didn’t finish her sentence.

      I answered her anyway. “I think there’s something between them, yes. Jayloo looks to Sydney whenever she has something to say, and Sydney is always near when Jayloo needs someone. Did they know each other before this journey began?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know any of the passengers. But it seems like it, doesn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      To my surprise, Deeve’s expression took on a saucy look. “Although it’s bound to happen, isn’t it? Especially if we are stuck here forever. People are people, and we all have our needs.”

      The way she said it, I knew what she was getting at. “And I’m the only man, stranded alone on this world with five beautiful women?” I said.

      Deeve’s expression didn’t change. She nodded.

      “Don’t you think we have enough to worry about without adding that into the mix?” I said it with a grin, teasing just a little.

      “Of course we do. But that doesn’t mean things won’t happen. Does it?”

      I knew she was right. I’d even starting giving it some thought myself. Of all of the women, Deeve herself was toned, athletic, and just my type in terms of confidence and capability.

      Uma would be a challenge, given her sense of responsibility and position. But I’d known many women like her in the past, and would have quite liked to match my physicality with hers.

      Even Kia. Big eyed, exotic, fine boned, ethereal, with a figure that would have earned her excellent money in the modeling world, I couldn’t help but find her appealing.

      As for the other two, there were still a few barriers there that needed to be worked on. And perhaps they had already come to some sort of understanding between them. But even if they had, that didn’t mean there wasn’t room for a third among them.

      I realized that Deeve was still looking at me, and that her smile had broadened. It was as if she knew what I was thinking.

      “Isn’t it Kia who’s supposed to be psychic?” I quipped, and she gave a quiet laugh.

      “Yes. But it’s never been hard to read men’s minds,” she replied.

      I wondered if this was Deeve’s way of dealing with the stress of the situation. Wondered also if she might be willing to take things further, to pass some time proving to ourselves that we were indeed still alive.

      The way her cheeks seemed to shine, the way her eyes seemed to grow large suggested that she might be. But the rest of her body language, the way she kept herself separate even as we sat side by side suggested caution as well.

      And besides, I was supposed to be keeping watch. This was a dangerous world, and for all I knew, there were predators out there in every direction.

      Almost, I started reaching for her. But, with regret, I decided it might be in everyone’s best interest if I changed the topic instead, at least for the moment.

      “Those metal shards we gathered from the transport,” I said randomly. “Now might be a good time to see if we can carve handles for them.”

      Deeve continued to study me with some interest for a few moments more. Then she nodded, and turned away to gather both the metal shards she had been using as knives and some of the bones I had collected as well.
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      Over the next couple of hours, we talked about smaller things, enjoying each other’s company and keeping the conversation away from anything meaningful. And yet, throughout it all, there were occasional looks and smiles that suggested the earlier topic of conversation hadn’t been completely forgotten.

      At the same time, I managed to add serviceable bone handles to several of the metal shards, binding shard and handle together with copper wire stripped from the salvaged cable, using a glue found in the tool kit.

      At some point, I would need to grind down the edge of the blades, but even as they were, these knives would be good enough to help discourage a hungry predator or two.

      By the time I was done, Uma had joined us, and said she was taking over the watch. I was more than happy to let her do so.

      Both Deeve and I found places for ourselves. There wasn’t any discussion. Not even any real intent, at least on my part. But we’d instinctively ended up close together on the canvas we’d laid over the sand, on the other side of the supplies, away from everyone’s view.

      With the sandstorm still howling and rattling the canvas, I found myself looking at Deeve, who was studying me with a contemplative expression, a secretive smile twisting her lips.

      The look in her eye suggested that sleep was far from her mind.

      I smiled back, allowing my gaze to drift over the tall, athletic women lying so close to me. Somehow, her green, practical top and dark trousers conspired to drape themselves over her in an alluring way—or perhaps it was just the way she filled the clothes out, a mixture of slimness and femininity at the same time.

      She’d turned her body toward me, her hand testing the edges of the gap between us, halfway to me. A lock of her dark hair curled around her cheek, and on impulse, I reached out to brush it out of the way.

      She smiled more broadly.

      “So,” she said, keeping her voice low enough not to be heard over the wind.

      She said nothing else, but there was no longer any doubt in my mind about her intent. I smiled back.

      “So,” I agreed. “Here we are. Stuck on a strange world, a million light years from anywhere.”

      Where the others responded to the reality around us in their own way, Deeve’s eyes seemed to dance with good humor.

      “What are we going to do to pass the time?” she quipped.

      I let out a low chuckle and shuffled closer to her. My various burns and pains long forgotten, I ran the tips of my fingers over the curve of her hip, and felt her shudder slightly at my touch.

      She closed her eyes and leaned toward me, so I kissed her on the lips.

      All at once, Deeve wrapped her arms around the back of my head, greedily turning that one kiss into a sequence of them, her tongue going to work against mine even as she moved her body closer to mine.

      I responded in kind, using my strength to crush her against me, aware that the athletic woman was largely quiet except for a few small noises that slipped out between kisses. Her movements were urgent, hungry, as if she hadn’t known the touch of a man in far too long and was determined to make up for lost time.

      Acutely aware of the others close by, I slipped a hand down the back of Deeve’s pants, enjoying the feel of her firm roundness against my palm. She squirmed for a moment, trying to give me access to her most personal places, but her pants were too tight.

      She broke away, grinning as if to a private joke. “I knew you were a bad boy the moment I saw you,” she breathed, her voice husky. At the same time, she took her hands away from me for long enough to undo the clasp on her pants. She glanced quickly about, as if checking for anyone spying on us, and wriggled quickly out of them.

      “Did the chains give it away?” I asked.

      I couldn’t help but admire her athletic form, the smoothness of her skin, and saw that the soft curls nestled between her legs already hinted at dampness.

      “Well, yes,” she agreed. “But more than that. Your focus is on survival, as it should be. Yet you watch us with the eyes of a predator. Uma has seen it, and Jayloo. Probably the others as well.” She grinned more broadly. “I figure it’s just a matter of time before you choose your prey.”

      I chuckled quietly to myself, acknowledging that she had seen through me with surprising ease.

      Yet it wasn’t me who took the lead next, but Deeve. She looked at me like she was starving, and I was a prime steak complete with all the trimmings.

      All at once, she pushed me onto my back and climbed on top of me, her knees on either side of my face, giving me a truly spectacular view. Keeping her head low to avoid any chance of detection, she undid my pants and pushed them down just enough.

      But then she paused for a moment. “Well. That is a surprise,” she said. “Another augmentation?”

      Still chuckling, I gripped the athletic woman by the hips and buried my face in her slick center. She made a low noise and seemed to melt, and in a moment, I released her.

      “Nope,” I said quietly, answering her question. “That’s one hundred percent all natural Adam, just as the universe intended.”

      It seemed she was about to respond, perhaps to make some clever comment. But I plunged myself into her depths once again, flicking my tongue against her most sensitive spot, and she seemed to forget what she was going to say.

      Instead, she let out a gasp and pressed herself more firmly against me. At the same time, she returned the favor, first using her tongue along the length of my shaft before grabbing hold of me and going the full lollipop, taking me into her mouth as much as she could.

      It was then that I learned Deeve had a talented tongue. She could have tied a knot in a string, if she so desired. I found all conscious thoughts going on hold as the athletic woman sucked and circled the tip of my dick at the same time.

      For long moments, I lay back and enjoyed it. Then Deeve wiggled her ass in my face, reminding me of her existence, and I added a finger into the mix, exploring her depths at the same time as I licked and kissed, teasing her lips with my own.

      It wasn’t long before Deeve began to writhe against me, eons of instinctive responses coming to the fore. She clenched her thighs against the sides of my head but I didn’t let up. For a moment or two, Deeve seemed to get distracted from what she was doing, but she was determined to give as good as she got, and never paused for too long.

      Yet her quest for silence with the others so close wasn’t entirely successful. Deeve was good at stifling her reflexive grunts and moans, but her breathing had become deeper, with only the ongoing wind of the sandstorm covering it up.

      I felt myself starting to strain, responding to her efforts, and knew that if she continued what she was doing, I wasn’t going to last much longer. As for Deeve herself, the way she was moving against me suggested that my efforts were bearing fruit. She was very wet. I could feel the tension in her thighs, and the way she clamped down against me suggested she was close.

      But instead of continuing, of reaching for her own climax, she all of a sudden disengaged, spinning around to face me.

      She gave me a grin as she reached down to line me up with her entrance.

      “I think that’s more than enough foreplay,” she said, her voice sounding husky. “Don’t you?”

      I found myself grinning. “Whatever you say,” I said as the athletic woman closed her eyes at the feel of the tip of me entering her pussy.

      It seemed that she wanted to take it slowly, but the work she and I had both done had taken that option away. I grabbed her hips with both hands and buried myself in her as deep as I could, reveling in her easy wetness, marveling that she could take my full length.

      Deeve made a noise of surprise mixed with pleasure. She swallowed once, then began grinding against me, still keeping herself low, effectively hiding behind the stack of supplies.

      It would have been nice if she’d sat upright and removed her shirt as well, allowing me to feast my eyes on the perfection beneath. But with so many potential eyes around us, it seemed that that was a step too far. Instead, she clung to me tightly, burying her face in my shoulder as we matched rhythms to each other, my hands kneading the flesh of her butt as I buried myself deep within her again and again.

      We quickly built to a crescendo, with Deeve deliberately muffling her cries in my shirt even as she shuddered against me.

      Her climax, when it came, was a rollercoaster, a drawn-out combination of shuddering thighs and jerky movements, of her holding her breath and biting my shoulder even as she held onto me with everything she had.

      When I thought it was over and done, she ramped up to a new level, grinding herself against me, her most intimate muscles clenching and unclenching in a rhythm that almost put me over the edge.

      When she finally calmed down, her pussy even wetter than it had been before, she paused for a moment before pushing herself up enough to look into my eyes.

      She made a noise that was almost a purr of approval. I started to move against her again, but she shook her head.

      “Not this way,” she said, and all at once, she disengaged, leaving me decidedly unfulfilled.

      But she wasn’t done. She shuffled herself down, wrapped both hands around the base of my shaft and got to work with her mouth once again.

      Her intention was clear, and her efforts were on point. I lay back, closed my eyes, and locked my fingers behind my own head, content to let her do what she did best.

      In just a few minutes, she brought me close to the edge, my dick straining, my hips moving of their own volition. Still she continued, using that marvelous tongue, using her hands to add to her efforts, bringing me all the way home.

      All at once, I gritted my teeth as I bucked and shuddered beneath her, Deeve keeping her lips locked around my shaft as I gave her my all.

      Even then, she continued to suck, drawing out all that I had, not breaking away for even a moment.

      Finally, the rollercoaster came to an end. Deeve stayed as she was for a little while longer, just making sure. Then she kissed me once more before moving away. She looked at me with an expression of self-satisfaction and gave me a nod.

      Job done.

      It was all I could do to do up my pants as Deeve climbed back into hers. Almost as soon as we were both decent once more, I found myself drifting off.

      The last thing I did before sleep claimed me completely was listen. But if our mutual efforts had woken any of the others, I couldn’t tell.

      I drifted to sleep to the tune of the sandstorm still raging, and the gentle snores of the women who had survived the crash with me.
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      “Adam! Help!”

      Someone was screaming. Others called out in confusion and panic. But it was Uma calling my name that pulled me from my dreams as surely as if someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over my face.

      I was sitting up, grateful that I’d remembered to do up my pants, and blinking in the sudden light. I reached for my makeshift club before I fully understood what was going on.

      The analytical part of my mind noted the brightness and I knew that the sandstorm was over. But that was inconsequential just at that moment.

      Of far greater importance—and urgency—was that for the second time, we were under attack.

      It was Sydney who was screaming, and she hadn’t paused for a moment. There was a writhing, armored thing that seemed to have come up from beneath the ground, and it had wrapped its coiled length around one of the environmentalist’s legs, even as a second coiling length was questing toward her.

      Jayloo was doing her best to pull Sydney out of the snakelike thing’s grip, but it wouldn’t let go.

      “What the fuck?” I said to nobody in particular.

      Nor was this pair of questing monsters alone. Other burrowing black nightmares had emerged around different parts of the canvas floor, and Uma, Deeve, and Kia were all doing their best to stay out of its grip.

      Of them all, only Deeve had any weapons in her hands, and she was doing her best to hack at the dark, sinuous shapes, with little apparent success.

      I didn’t know what these things were. Whether they were a larger example of that trapdoor creature, if it was a colony of this planet’s version of snakes, or what. Not that it mattered. All that mattered was that Sydney and the others were in danger.

      Without a second thought, I hurled myself into the fray, swinging my club at the sinuous beasts for all I was worth.

      Perhaps Deeve lacked the strength to pierce the foul creature’s armor with her knives, but I had no such limitation. My first swing brought the spike of my club down hard, through the creature’s armor as if it didn’t exist. Black ichor sprayed from the wound, and from somewhere beneath the canvas, the monster let out its equivalent of a scream.

      At that moment, I understood that we were fighting not a colony of creatures, but a singular entity, a hydra thing of some kind.

      As fast as thought, it withdrew the tentacle I’d wounded, and that was good enough.

      I aimed my club at the writhing thing that held Sydney’s ankle and did my damnedest to crush it into mush.

      Again and again, I raised my club, bringing it down with all of my strength, doing what I could to convince the foul creature to that we were too much trouble to bother with.

      And within just a couple of minutes, it seemed to get the message. Still crying out in alien pain, it withdrew all of its tentacles at once.

      All of a sudden, Uma, Deeve, and the others all seemed to pause, to look around as if seeking something more to fight. But there was nothing.

      I felt my heart pounding away in my chest, and was starting to think that fighting monsters was an invigorating way to begin the day. I looked over to Sydney and Jayloo.

      “Are you two okay?” I asked.

      But before either of them could give an answer, Kia spoke up.

      “It isn’t over,” the psychic woman said.

      Instantly, I was back on alert. But I could see nothing, could hear nothing. The noises the creature had made in response to its pain were gone.

      For long seconds, all of us waited, wondering what was to come next.

      “Could you be mistaken?” Sydney asked, her voice hesitant, and then all hell broke loose.

      The canvas beneath my feet fell away, dropping me into a depression almost as deep as I was tall. At the same time, dozens of those writhing appendages appeared all around me, each of them questing for an arm, leg, whatever it could reach.

      I figured out two things very quickly. The first was that this creature’s attack was deliberate. That it had come after me because I was its most dangerous adversary.

      The second was that if it tangled me up, then there would be little the girls could do to save me.

      Therefore, I had to act, and I had to act fast.

      I let out a guttural roar and went on the attack, swinging my club about me as if my life depended on it. Because it probably did. At first, my efforts were enough to keep the armored tentacles back, but my defense wasn’t perfect. One of its tentacles latched onto my leg in the same way it had done with Sydney just a few moments before.

      In growing rage, I brought my club down, cutting right through the sinuous flesh, once again eliciting a cry from the monster. It came from right behind me.

      Even though most of the tentacles were coming at me head on, I whirled about and found myself looking at the face of a nightmare.

      It was as if an octopus had been painted black, given half a dozen eyes and an open maw with dripping, ichorous fangs.

      Without hesitation, that globular body became my main target. I let out a stream of curses as I hacked at it with everything I had, virtually ignoring the tentacles that still quested toward me, using the spiky end of my club to good effect.

      A creature with writhing tentacles that seemed to be able to grow and shrink as the monster could do shouldn’t have been so heavily armored. Nevertheless, I kept at it, changing my swing whenever I felt something reaching too close, and hammering away at the creature’s body when I could.

      And, just like the first time, after only a couple of minutes, the monster seemed to get the message.

      It shrank into the sand as if it was liquid rather than solid.

      This time, I didn’t relax for a second. I called out to Kia. “Is it gone?” I asked.

      “I think so. For the moment, at least.”

      “Well, unless someone has a better suggestion, I would say this is a good time to break camp and get out of here.”

      Nobody dissented, and we moved as quickly as we could to gather up the various canvases, poles, and cords, and pack everything back away on the sled.

      Within a surprisingly short time, we were ready to climb back into our harnesses.

      The day was clear and bright, with not a gust of wind. I consulted my internal compass, measured our shadows as they reached out before us once more, and, working together with the girls, pulled the sled along behind us.
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      The going wasn’t as easy as it had been the day before. Sydney’s left ankle had borne the brunt of the hydra monster’s attention, and while she could walk on it, she couldn’t place as much pressure on it as usual, and also couldn’t pull as much weight as she could before.

      In addition, both Jayloo and Uma had developed blisters on their feet. Jayloo and Sydney hobbled along as best as they could, but it was Uma whose injury took the biggest toll.

      She said very little, but her limping was clear, and it left more of the work for me and Deeve.

      In addition, the hydra monster had spooked the girls. They kept looking about as if expecting it to reappear and resume the attack, and because of this, the rhythm we’d found before largely deserted us.

      Yet there wasn’t a great deal of choice. We had to keep going, in part to reach the promise of the green belt, and in part to get away from where the hydra monster had attacked.

      Grimly, without saying a word, I simply took as much of the weight of the sled as I could, and kept forging ahead.

      Even so, instead of our usual two-hour hike before taking a break, it was clear before a single hour had passed that some of us needed a rest.

      By then, we were in a desert area, a dustbowl devoid of all signs of life, without even any skeletons or desiccated plants to break the monotony.

      But at least, I figured that we would be able to spot any predators before they attacked, and perhaps that was a good enough advantage to cling to.

      When the girls shrugged out of their harnesses and largely collapsed onto the sand, I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my sleeve, and cracked open the water container.

      “Is this whole fucking world full of nothing but inhospitable wastelands and monsters?” Jayloo muttered to no one and everyone all at once.

      “It might seem that way,” Uma said. “But the only creatures that are going to seek us out are those that might think of us as prey. Those that would see us as more dangerous would do what they can to keep out of our way.”

      Sydney was nodding as if in agreement even as she took off her shoe and studied her ankle. I offered her a drink first, and she accepted without a word. At the same time, I studied her ankle closely.

      “How is it?” I asked.

      “There’s a little swelling,” she said. “Nothing serious, I don’t think. Although ideally, I would like to put some ice on it and rest for a couple of days.”

      Jayloo had a look of scorn on her face. “What are you now, some kind of doctor as well?” she asked me. Apparently, she didn’t appreciate my interest in Sydney’s ankle.

      I shook my head. “Far from it. But my training did include the basics of first aid.” I nodded to the supplies. “The med kit probably has a bandage or two, and perhaps some cooling foam as well. Would you like me to get it for you?”

      Sydney nodded. “Yes please,” she said.

      Before I turned away, I said to Jayloo, “I could also look at that arm of yours, if you like.”

      The purple-haired woman snorted. “It’s just a sprained wrist,” she said. “And a bit of bruising. And if you cared so much, why didn’t you offer yesterday?”

      There was far more venom in her words than I felt I deserved. This time, I didn’t feel like letting it pass.

      I returned her glare calmly. “You mean when you were advocating letting me wander through the wastelands all by myself, with my chains still in place?” I asked her. Unlike her, I kept my tone light and largely non-judgmental. “Mostly because I thought you wouldn’t be receptive to anything I said.”

      Leaving her looking vaguely stunned at my words, I returned to the supplies and dug through the medical kit.

      It was about what I had come to expect from a Company transport. Nothing very sophisticated. If I’d hoped for some sort of electronic diagnostic tool, or for anything more than the most rudimentary bandages, painkillers, medical glue and stapler, and a few other odds and ends, then I was shit out of luck. There was however a collection of needles and thread, which I thought might prove useful in the future, and some scissors as well.

      Other than that, it looked like the type of med kit that would have been in use before people had even made their way into space.

      I gave a quiet laugh at the contents. Humanity as a whole had reached a point where we could cure most anything. But people, by and large, weren’t a high priority, and they were easily replaced.

      This kit did include a can of cooling gel as well as the bandages I sought, so I returned with them to Sydney, and helped her with her ankle. Then I spent a few minutes more, bringing water to those who needed it.

      I would have offered to check out Uma’s and Jayloo’s blisters, but the Commander didn’t seem to want my help in this matter, and in the end it was Deeve who tended to them both, applying an assortment of plasters to the two women’s feet.

      As far as breaks went, this one wasn’t filled to the brim with cheerful conversation. In fact, there wasn’t much talking at all, beyond Deeve voicing a question that perhaps all of us had wondered.

      “What was that thing?” she murmured. “And will there be any more?”

      She directed the question toward Kia more than anyone else. But I answered anyway.

      “We’ve only been here a short time, and already, we’ve been attacked more than once. The chances of those wolf things and the hydra thing being the only dangerous creatures on this whole world are non-existent.”

      “You know,” Sydney said, and this time I was sure she was trying not to smile. “You really should learn to maybe not tell the truth all the time.”

      At her words, both Deeve and Kia actually chuckled out loud, but Uma was too serious for that, and Jayloo didn’t want to join in the fun if it had anything to do with me.

      I smiled and had another go. “But here’s the thing. So far, we’ve survived—or avoided–every attack. We’ve survived a pretty serious sandstorm, not to mention a crash landing of epic proportions. And we’ve done all this with no resources to speak of. Someone asked if we could survive on this world, and none of us really knew the answer. But I’m giving you one now. We’ve done okay so far, and I see no reason why we shouldn’t continue.”

      At this, Sydney finally did favor me with a smile. “That’s better,” she said.

      At the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder. The predators we’d come across so far had been formidable enough, but that didn’t mean there weren’t bigger, stronger, scarier predators we hadn’t yet encountered.

      All I could do was hope we would be ready for them if or when those larger, more dangerous predators surfaced.

      I was still contemplating that thought when the earth began to rumble beneath my feet.

      “Jesus fuck, now what?” Jayloo exclaimed.

      As much as I didn’t necessarily agree with Jayloo on much so far, on this occasion, her thoughts and mine were in sync. I cursed under my breath even as I took a wide stance and lowered my center of gravity.

      I was the only one standing at that point, but both Uma and Deeve lurched to their hands and knees, both of them ready to bolt if the situation warranted it. Where they would go, I couldn’t have guessed, but couldn’t fault their reflexes either way.

      As quickly as the tremor had begun, it faded into nothing.

      “I hate this fucking planet!” Jayloo exclaimed, and some of the others murmured in agreement.

      For me, it wasn’t exactly the worst place I’d ever assessed, but at the same time, it was far from the best. I found myself looking up toward the various misshapen moons hanging in the sky.

      “That one’s new,” I said, pointing to a smaller, bright red object that was far from round.

      “So what?” Jayloo said.

      It was Sydney who answered. “It’s passing in front of the bigger one. Adam thinks the change of gravitational forces might have something to do with the tremor.”

      I shrugged. “Or it might be no more than a coincidence. It’s moving quickly, though, by the looks. I guess we’ll know more as time passes.”

      There wasn’t much else to say. We each climbed back into our harnesses, even those of us who were injured, and resumed our journey as best as we could.

      For two solid hours we trudged along, slowly eating up the miles, and in that time, nothing untoward came out of the distance to make our lives difficult beyond a couple more tremors. We weren’t attacked by any monsters, the skies remained blessedly free of wind-borne sand, and if the tremor was a sign of things to come, then those two hours gave no indication of it at all.

      Toward the end of that time, the red moon moved away from the larger one, and the tremors stopped.

      Then the landscape shifted again. Instead of being barren and empty, we found ourselves walking through what appeared to be another graveyard, this one not of beasts, but of trees.

      Or at least, dry and wind-blasted stumps that were made of this world’s equivalent of real wood. How long they’d been standing there, how long they had been dead, I couldn’t tell.

      Either way, their presence filled me with good cheer. There were indeed trees on this world. Or at least, there had been.

      The only question was why this desiccated forest had grown so far out under the endless sun. Had it always been like this? Or was there a time when this part at least had been cooler and wetter?

      I had no way of knowing.

      At the edges of the tree graveyard, the trunks were too worn-down and sparse to be of any assistance. But further in, they began to provide a little bit of shade.

      “We’ll rest here,” Uma said, and there were no objections.

      Once more, we gathered around the supplies, drinking our fill and eating the dried nutrient bars that were keeping us alive and strong.

      I was grimly aware that we’d already drunk a good portion of the water, and we hadn’t found anything with which to replace it.

      That said, it wasn’t as if we had much of a choice. In this heat, under the burning sun, we would have had to drink significant amounts even if we weren’t hauling all our supplies along with us.

      The situation wasn’t yet dire, but in just a few days, it would be.

      The good news was that our shadows were already significantly longer than they’d been at the start.

      “This is a smaller world,” I said. “We should reach the edge of this daylight within just a few more days.”

      Most of the girls didn’t respond. They were mostly just weary, and aware that we still had a long way to go. Of them all, Deeve seemed to be the fittest, with the exception of perhaps the Commander herself, and me. She had more energy to spare than the others.

      “Do you think this would burn?” she asked, gesturing at the wind-blown tree stumps. “Should we gather some for a fire?”

      It wasn’t a bad thought. A fire might help keep some of those predators away when next we stopped to sleep. But…

      “Do you really want to add the weight to our supplies?” I asked.

      At my words, it wasn’t just Jayloo who let out a groan.

      “We don’t know how long this forest graveyard reaches,” I added. “Perhaps we will still be walking through it when it’s time to stop. If so, then we can build a fire, if you like. And if not…” I shrugged. “Maybe we’ll gather some wood before we leave the forest behind.”

      It was a good enough compromise, and everybody seemed happy with it.

      Once more, we rested just long enough for everyone to regather their strength, before setting off again.
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      We settled back into our informal routine. Two hours, give or take, hauling the supplies up and down low hills, between boulders and the corpses of trees, occasionally lurching to a halt as the makeshift sled got caught on a rock or other hidden obstacle.

      Then we would take a break for half an hour or so, to eat, drink, take care of any essential bodily functions, and basically do what we could to recover in advance of our next session.

      By the time we’d completed four such sessions, the women were beginning to struggle.

      They were exhausted. Even the fittest of them, Deeve and Uma, looked as if they were near the end of their endurance. As for me, I’d taken more and more of the sled’s weight, and the makeshift harness had been digging into my shoulders for long enough that it was starting to rub my skin raw and bruise the flesh underneath.

      Even so, I could have kept going. Could have kept walking for as long as it took. But I couldn’t do it alone. Not for long.

      We’d reached, if not the edge of the dead forest, then at least an area where the dried remnants of the trees were spaced further apart.

      “Is this as far as we go?” Uma asked the others. “Or should we keep going for a bit longer?

      Sydney and Jayloo were both lying down on the sandy ground, obviously exhausted. Kia was sitting with her back to one of the stumps, chewing on a ration stick, much as I was doing myself.

      The only one standing was Deeve. The tall, athletic woman was staring off into the distance, looking first back where we had come from, before turning and looking on ahead. We were near the top of a low rise, which meant she could see over the worn, dried tree stumps.

      “What does it matter either way?” Jayloo moaned. “As soon as the water runs out, we’re going to die. Who cares if it’s here or somewhere else?”

      “Nobody’s going to die,” Uma said, but she did glance toward Kia as if seeking conformation.

      The psychic woman hesitated. “There’s pain to come in our future. I see… sadness. But there’s hope there, too.” The large eyed woman made a gesture of helplessness. “I can’t see any details. I cannot tell if we are all to survive or not. For the next few days, we should be okay. Beyond that—I do not know.”

      “That’s just great,” came Jayloo’s surly response. “We should survive for the next couple of days.” She sat up and glared at me. “How long is our water going to last? A couple of days, right? And beyond that, there’s no certainty one way or the other.”

      “There’s never any guarantee of survival,” I said calmly. “Doesn’t matter if you’re safe at home in your own bed or out on some wild world like this one. You think life is consistent, but every one of us is a single heartbeat, a single breath from death at any moment.”

      If anything, the woman’s expression grew harder. “Well. Aren’t you just a box of rainbows and puppies?” she said.

      I had to smile at the statement. I hadn’t meant my words to sound fatalistic, but that was apparently how she’d taken them.

      Before I could correct the impression, Deeve turned back toward us.

      “Nobody’s going to die,” she said, unconsciously echoing Uma’s earlier statement. “At least not of thirst. Adam was right. Look, in the distance. There are rain clouds.”

      Deeve’s words were enough to get everyone back onto their feet. With normal vision, it was difficult to confirm what she’d said, and I was certain that the shorter women could see pretty much nothing. But when I toggled the settings on my visual sensors to their maximum, it was clear that Deeve was right.

      “I see them,” I said. “Rain clouds. Complete with the odd flash of lightning.”

      I had to admit, the sight was a relief. The way we were going through the water, I hadn’t been sure there would be enough.

      “How far?” Uma asked.

      “Still a good couple of days,” I said. Then I gave her a grin. “If days mean anything here. Perhaps a little less if we walk for a bit more now.”

      The news was enough to breathe some life back into Jayloo and Sydney. Everyone agreed that we could climb back into our harnesses for one more effort before making camp.

      We did so, dragging the supplies behind us, finally breaking free of the forest graveyard within the next hour.

      In the end, we didn’t stop to gather any of the wood. It wasn’t a decision that we made consciously. Instead, when the last of the dried, desiccated trunks were behind us, we just kept on going.

      Perhaps we thought there would be more somewhere up ahead of us. Or perhaps we were just enthusiastic, and wanted to reach the rain clouds as quickly as possible.

      Either way, we emerged into the driest part of the landscape we’d seen until then. It was a vast, open field of nothing, but even that wasn’t enough to dampen our spirits. Without the forest graveyard blocking our view, every single one of us could now see the dark clouds up ahead.

      We charged into that dust bowl with vigor, not even pausing when a few gusts of wind worked up a dust devil or two, little eddies of wind that skittered about before dissipating into nothing.

      All that mattered was bringing the clouds closer, to perhaps lie beneath them and let the rain wash the dust and grit of our travels away.

      Because of our collective enthusiasm, perhaps we would have kept going a little longer than normal. But we soon came across something that forced us to stop.

      It was a crevice. A huge crack in the earth. A canyon that seemed to stretch for miles in either direction, cutting us off from our goal. The six of us paused at the edge and looked out and over to the other side, some distance away.

      “Fuck,” I muttered to no one in particular.
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      “Okay,” Uma said. “So, what are our options?”

      I knew that we’d been more than lucky so far. That it was only a matter of time before we reached some point where towing our supplies behind us was no longer an option. Yet when it finally happened, that knowledge did little to cushion the blow.

      The girls were tired after a couple of long, endless days of walking. With no obvious way across the chasm, we had once more set up our canvas shelter with the intention of getting some much-needed rest.

      But that didn’t mean we couldn’t at least discuss the problem we faced.

      “Go back to the crash site and wait to be rescued,” Jayloo suggested, her tone no longer surly, but more simply despondent.

      Uma shook her head. “There is no rescue coming. We all know this to be true. And even if we chose that option, do you really think we could find it again?”

      The purple-haired woman didn’t look happy. “I guess not,” she sighed.

      I didn’t bother to tell anyone that I was pretty sure I could find the wrecked transport again if I had to. Even if the landscape had changed, even if the sandstorms had piled sand into dunes that hadn’t been there before, I could navigate by the position of the sun and the broken moons above.

      “We check the edge, looking for a way down,” Sydney said. “The sides of the canyon seem pretty sheer. I saw a couple of places where it might just be possible to climb down, but we need to be able to take the sled.”

      I wasn’t sure that she thought it to be the best suggestion. To my mind, she was just trying to offer Jayloo–and the rest of us—some kind of hope.

      “We don’t know how extensive this fissure is,” Deeve said. “Maybe it’s possible to walk around it?”

      “Maybe,” Uma replied.

      There was silence for a moment.

      “Anyone else?” Uma asked.

      I had a few thoughts, but wanted to wait to see what the others might come up with. To my surprise, it was Uma herself who came up with the next suggestion.

      “We could leave the supplies behind,” she said. “Carry as much as we can, but the big things? We could leave them here and go on without them.”

      At this, both Sydney and Jayloo expressed their disapproval, and not even Deeve seemed to like the idea.

      “The supplies are all we have!”

      “How can we live without our food? Water?”

      “Isn’t that the same as giving up?”

      Uma raised her hands and waited for the babble to die down. “It isn’t about giving up. And I’m not suggesting leaving everything. Just those things we can’t carry. But consider this. We can see the rain from here. Do we really need to carry the water container the rest of the way? I mean, how far away is it? Another day? Two, maybe? All we need to do is survive that long, and we’ll have all the water we need.”

      “What if that the rain stops before we can get there?” Jayloo asked.

      It was Sydney who answered. “I’m not sure it will. If Adam is right, if this is a world without rotation, then the weather patterns should be stable. Maybe that area is like the tropical rainforests back on old Earth. Maybe it rains there all the time.”

      “And maybe it doesn’t,” Jayloo said.

      All in all, I thought Uma’s option was reasonable. Risky, because we would effectively reach the other side of the canyon with nothing. But if we didn’t have any choice…. It was worth considering.

      The others seemed to know it as well. Beyond their first objections, Jayloo, Sydney, and Deeve grew silent.

      Uma nodded to herself as if the decision was done. But she looked first toward to Kia, and raised her eyebrow as if asking for the psychic woman’s input.

      In turn, the big-eyed woman turned toward me.

      “Adam?” Uma said.

      “I think I might have an idea,” I said.

      “Well? What is it?” Uma said.

      “We have plenty of cord salvaged from the transport. It wouldn’t be that hard to use it to lower the supplies, one piece at a time, to the bottom. Then we haul it over to the other side, and carry it all up the same way.”

      It was a simple solution, but the girls all looked at me as if I was speaking a foreign language.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “It’ll take a bit of time, and we’ll need to find somewhere on the other side where we can climb up. But it should work.”

      “The water container is too heavy,” Uma said, and I understood then the key reason why none of the woman had brought up this option.

      All by itself, that water container would have been beyond them. But it shouldn’t be beyond me.

      I shook my head. “Heavy, yes, but not impossibly so.”
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      With a way forward agreed upon, the girls settled themselves down once again to sleep.

      As I’d done during the sandstorm, I again took it upon myself to sit watch, and couldn’t help but be disappointed when Deeve chose to sleep instead of joining me.

      All too often in the past, my job had meant long periods of isolation. And when I finally did get to enjoy the company of others, it was usually between transports and the long emptiness of cryo sleep as I journeyed from one star to the next.

      Such a life didn’t easily lead to long-term relationships, so I tended to take what I could get, whenever I could get it.

      And Deeve was very much my type. So, I’d been looking forward to this time in the hope of replicating the previous night.

      Instead, I found myself once more sitting with my back to the supplies, canvas stretched over my head, two metal poles giving the shelter shape so I could look out over the crevice on one side and the empty wasteland on the other. For long minutes, there was nothing more than the gentle sounds of female exhaustion keeping me company.

      I figured Deeve was just tired. She’d gotten less sleep than anyone else other than me.

      Then Kia seemed to wake with a start. She shook her head as if to clear it, then rose from her spot, a little away from the others, and came over to me.

      Without saying a word, she placed one foot on either side of my legs, sat herself down on my lap, and to my complete and utter surprise, leaned in, pressing herself against me, and kissed me on the lips.

      She did it with far more confidence and passion than she’d displayed in most other things, acting for all the world as if it was the natural thing to do.

      I responded by instinct, closing my hands around her narrow waist and kissing her back.

      For long moments, she stayed as she was, then broke away with an audible sigh.

      For some reason, it felt as if she might be sleepwalking, and at first I was reluctant to break whatever spell she might have been under.

      In the end, I couldn’t help myself. “Kia?” I said gently.

      The psychic woman hadn’t really been looking at me. But at the sound of her name, she looked up and met my eyes, and I swear I caught an expression not just of genuine affection, but of relaxed acceptance, as if her actions were the result of an established relationship.

      Then her eyes seemed to refocus. She seemed to stiffen against me and pushed herself back.

      “What day is it?” she demanded quietly.

      Then she looked left and right, and it was as if she saw where we were for the first time.

      “Shit. Oh shit,” she said. Then her face almost crumpled in a mixture of horror and shame. She jerked herself off me and onto the canvas we had spread on the ground.

      “Sorry,” she said, and it looked as if she was on the verge of scampering away.

      I did my best to appear friendly and welcoming.

      “It’s okay,” I reassured her. “Sit with me,” I said. “I could use the company.”

      Kia’s cheeks had turned pink in a blush. It seemed that she wanted to run away and hide. But I just kept my nonthreatening expression firmly in place, and never let go of the hope that she might do as I suggested.

      In the end, perhaps it was my expectation that proved the difference. Instead of fleeing, perhaps out of the shelter completely, she accepted my invitation, and sat next to me as Deeve had done during the sandstorm, propping herself up against the supplies but keeping a deliberate distance between us.

      She sat there for some moments in silence. Eventually, I had to ask.

      “So, what was that all about?” I said.
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      With her cheeks still aflame, Kia offered me a shy smile.

      “Sorry,” she said again. “Sometimes, when I’m not fully awake, I forget the difference between what has happened and what is yet to come. It’s only when I wake up properly—or when I see something that anchors me—that it all snaps back into place.”

      I thought about what the psychic woman was saying.

      “So, in the future…?”

      I didn’t need to complete the question. Kia was already nodding, her cheeks bright pink.

      I had to admit to a degree of surprise. Kia was far from unattractive. With her exotic look and a body many models would have been proud of, she would have turned heads in any arena.

      It was just that Deeve was more my type. Her and Uma. There was something about their physical capability and serious, determined approach to everything that appealed.

      Not to mention that they were both, in their own ways, equally beautiful.

      But then, who was I kidding? For all her foot-stomping petulance and general difficulty, I would have been more than happy to take Jayloo for a ride as well. Sure, she was closer to the crazy end of the spectrum than I typically favored, but there was no denying her appeal.

      Same with Sydney. There was a wisdom to her, an indication of hidden understandings behind the hint of good humor in her typical expression. Even if she did seem to lean more toward members of her own gender.

      “Not to begin with,” Kia replied. “But yes. After we all reach an understanding that it’s okay to share, you and I get together as well.”

      I studied the exotic-looking woman for a while. There were hints of all sorts of things wrapped up in what she’d said.

      “Share?” I said. At the same time, I was very aware that she’s said, ‘we all’. Did she mean everyone?

      If anything, Kia’s blush became even more pronounced. She turned her head away.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I shouldn’t have said any of this.”

      I thought the implications through. “Why not? Does saying it have an impact on how the future will turn out?”

      She nodded, but didn’t look back to me.

      “Maybe. I don’t know. I can’t see it clearly.”

      I studied her from the side. “The rest of us live without knowing what the future might bring. How would it be a bad thing if you did the same?”

      At this, she did look back toward me. Her blush had started to fade, and she wore a serious expression on her face.

      “It isn’t like that. Not exactly. I’ve never been able to see the future as clearly as you might think.” She offered a self-deprecating smile. “If I could, do you think I would have been allowed to jump on a transport and just go to wherever I wished?”

      She shook her head. “The Company would have hidden me away, like they do with all those who are more gifted than me. No, I catch glimpses, but that’s about all.”

      I wasn’t completely sure why Kia was telling me this, but it became clear as she continued to talk.

      “I can see enough to know that this is a dangerous world. That the difference between survival and death here depends on all manner of things going right, or just a single thing going wrong.”

      Her expression grew earnest. “I wish I could see it all more clearly. It would be easier if I could. I just know that if things change, even a little, the end result might prove disastrous.”

      I could tell that she meant it. Yet, at the same time, her actions before had awakened something within me, and I felt my gaze being drawn to different parts of her body.

      “So, if we were to adjust the timetable of us getting together…” I didn’t feel like I needed to finish my sentence.

      Some of the color returned to the psychic woman’s cheeks. “I do not know one way or the other if it would have any negative impact.”

      I found myself starting to grin. “Maybe you could try to sense it, or whatever it is you do. Consider the futures with it in mind. Us getting together earlier than we might have otherwise.”

      I was aware that I’d almost let my opportunity pass by with Deeve the night before, and didn’t want to miss out with Kia if I could help it. At the same time, I didn’t want to risk upsetting a precarious future, either.

      “You know, I haven’t really looked at it like that.” The psychic woman tilted her head to an angle and gave me a hesitant smile. She seemed to be weighing her options.

      Finally, she nodded. She closed her eyes and seemed to go still for a moment. Yet the blush on her cheeks remained, and in fact, it seemed to become even deeper.

      Then she opened her eyes once again and looked at me with an expression of gentle surprise.

      “Well,” she said. “How about that?”

      I couldn’t help but smile at her.

      Despite what she had apparently seen of the future, she hesitated a moment longer. I kept grinning and tilted my head briefly sideways to beckon her closer, and that was enough.

      Her cheeks still blushing pink, she nodded, and once more placed herself in my lap, facing me.

      This time, she was far less confident in her actions. It was almost like she was a different person completely. Yet she leaned in toward me and kissed me again, her lips tasting sweet and somehow pure even in this hellish place.

      She broke away quickly and bit her lower lip in a gesture that suggested she was unsure of herself. So I wrapped my hands around her narrow waist in a way that felt comfortable and continued to smile.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “The others are asleep. We are free to do as we wish.”

      I knew I was supposed to be on watch, but figured I could keep enough of my wits around me to respond if anything untoward was to happen. And besides, this was Kia. She would know if there was any danger approaching.

      “It’s not that,” she said. But if I expected her to say anything more, then that expectation wasn’t met. Instead, she leaned forward again, and this time she didn’t seem interested in breaking away.

      She pressed her body against me and kissed me again and again, in a way that was quite different from Deeve. The taller, athletic woman had gone about her work with a knowing smile on her lips, intent and knowledgeable.

      Kia was growing less hesitant by the moment, but her kisses were still exploratory, still those of someone looking to learn. She also seemed more delicate. Where Deeve had been proof against the strength I had used with her, I feared I might break the ethereal psychic woman if I wasn’t careful.

      At the same time, I couldn’t deny the effect she was having. My body responded to her efforts in a way that was obvious despite my clothing.

      I returned her kisses with enthusiasm, teasing her tongue with my own, enjoying the feel of her slim body against me.

      She quickly began panting between kisses, her desire seeming to waft from her in waves. Soon, she began to writhe against me, her kisses and actions taking on an overtone of frustration. Her hands were everywhere, as if she was trying to find a way through my clothing.

      I found myself smothering a laugh, but that just seemed to increase her frustration. At the same time, I wasn’t having as many problems. The psychic’s flowing top and skirt allowed easy access, and I was making good use of it, running my hands over every part of her I could reach.

      Finally, Kia made a noise of irritation and stood up. “Can’t you—” she said, her cheeks so flushed it was like they were giving off their own heat.

      “Can’t I what?” I replied. I admit it. I could have anticipated what she was wanting, but I was having too much fun.

      As if she was afraid to ask me directly, she turned away. “Take off your pants,” she finally managed.

      “Of course,” I agreed, keeping my voice as low as she’d done. “Why didn’t you ask?”

      She turned toward me with a puzzled expression, and I grinned at her. All at once, her frustration turned into a mixture of disbelief and good humor.

      “You’re teasing me?” she asked.

      “Only a little,” I replied.

      At the same time, I shuffled out of my pants, but stayed in my seated position with my back to the supplies. Kia’s eyes grew large as she focused on my newly revealed self, and it looked like she didn’t know what to do next.

      I decided to help her out. “Take off your underwear,” I said.

      As if she was on automatic, she did so, but she kept her skirt in place. Then she waited for my next instruction.

      “Come back here and sit down,” I suggested. “But maybe turn around before you do.”

      She did as I asked, lowering herself carefully back down to my lap, holding her skirt aside as she did. I felt her shivering in anticipation and heard her breath catch in her throat as my dick touched her soft, delicate flesh.

      Instinctively, she reached down and started rubbing my length against her folds, using me as a toy, and I could tell how wet she had become.

      “You feel so good,” she managed as she leaned against me. Already, she was trying to shift her weight, to angle me toward her entrance, but I was content to wait a bit longer so chose not to help.

      “So do you,” I returned, nuzzling the back of her neck even as I reached under her blouse to her breasts. She was wearing a lightweight bra thing that had some stretch to it, and I used that to free her, so I could tease her delicate peaks until they pebbled under my touch.

      She melted against me.

      “Oh god,” she said, still remembering to keep her voice down. “I want you in me.”

      I felt the heat of her, felt my own breath quickening as she fumbled my erection against her, and finally, I decided we’d waited long enough. The next time she tried to line me up, I helped, lifting her just enough.

      “Oh god,” she repeated as she slowly lowered herself down. “Oh god. Oh, fuck.”

      Yet she didn’t stop, instead lowering herself down on me fully, and then breathing a deep sigh of pleasure.

      I placed my hands on her hips as she started to move. She leaned forward a little, grabbed hold of my knees, and started grinding against me in earnest.

      I just rested against the supplies and enjoyed it, moving against her but letting her do most of the work. She quickly increased her speed, digging her fingernails into my skin. In what felt like no time at all, both of us were starting to pant and Kia was bucking as if she was riding a bull.

      With her breathing coming in gasps, I thought she was on the home stretch, but then she half-turned around so she could catch my eye.

      She wore a secretive smile, as if she knew something I didn’t. “God, you feel good,” she gasped, but then added a question that surprised me. “Have you ever been with someone like me before?”

      At first, I wasn’t sure what she meant. But then, somehow, I knew. Her pointed ears, large eyes, her ethereal look. She was asking if I’d ever been with anyone not quite one hundred percent human.

      She was asking if I’d been with anyone with alien DNA.

      I shook my head, but was enjoying what I was doing too much for anything more.

      Kia grinned more broadly even as she rocked against me, smoothly upping the tempo, no longer struggling with my size. Showing more expertise than I would have expected given her earlier uncertainty, she very deliberately brought me close to the edge, closer, even closer… and over I went.

      With a low, animal growl, I gripped her more tightly than I’d done before, shuddering as I came deep inside her. Nor was it all about me. Kia’s voice joined my own in a series of gasps that turned into a wail as she ground hard against me.

      That’s when Kia surprised me. Reaching climax with her was like an explosion going off in my mind. It was like she was with me, there in my head. I felt a warmth spread through my whole body, and felt a sense of peace and bliss.

      For long moments, I just stayed as I was, enjoying the sensation, completely forgetting all that had happened, all my plans and dreams, my hopes and fears for the future. Everything.

      It was like I was floating on a cloud of energized tranquility, and I would have been happy to stay there forever.

      After long moments, the connection that had formed between us faded away. With both of us still panting at our exertions, Kia took the opportunity to spin around to face me again, without disconnecting. She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me once more.

      “Well, now you have,” she said in a low voice, chuckling away to herself as if she knew full well what she had done.

      As for me, I couldn’t help it. I returned her kiss and held her close, enjoying the aftermath as much as I’d ever done before.

      We were lost on a strange world a million light years from everywhere.

      But things weren’t all that bad, considering.
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      A small handful of hours later, long after Kia had headed away to sleep, Uma once again roused herself from her slumber with the intention of taking over the watch. But when she sat down next to me in the same spot Kia had vacated, she seemed to be in a contemplative mood.

      The way she looked at me, I couldn’t tell if she thought of me as an ally or adversary, or something else entirely. Nor did her opening question clarify her position in any meaningful way.

      “Was I right to trust you?” she asked. There was no greeting, not even a simple hello.

      “And a good morning to you, too,” I said in reply, keeping my voice low and softening my words with a smile.

      She took it in good humor and responded with a wry smile of her own.

      “Is it? If this world is stuck with one side facing the sun, then it’s all much the same. Not morning, not afternoon. Just day, and an endless supply of it.”

      “Or you could assume that ahead of us is dusk, which means that somewhere behind us, there’s a dawn. But I guess it would be a location, rather than a time of day.”

      Uma made a small noise of acknowledgement, and into the silence that followed, I decided to answer her original question.

      “The six of us are, as far as I can tell, alone on this world. The conditions are harsh, but if we don’t make too many mistakes, perhaps they are survivable. I have no intention of harming you, Deeve, Kia, Sydney, or Jayloo in any way. In truth, it is my intention to do all I can to keep you—as well as myself—alive.”

      The Commander studied me carefully. “Will you though? Or, when the chips are down, if you don’t like what they show, will you leave us to our fate and make your own way?”

      Commander Uma Reynolds was relatively young to have made it to that rank. Her capability was clear in everything she said and did.

      I noted randomly that her eyes, as well as conveying her serious nature, were a delicate purple color, and I couldn’t help but wonder if that was natural or if they were a result of some sort of procedure.

      Idly, I looked at my wrists, at the metal cuffs that would no doubt be with me for some considerable time.

      “If I’d been just another passenger,” I mused out loud, “and didn’t come with these fancy bracelets, would you be asking me the same question?”

      To her credit, Uma gave my words serious thought.

      “Probably not. But you weren’t just another passenger. As well as that jewelry you wear, you are what you are. A Canary. Which means you have value, but also that you see the world in a slightly different way.” Her face hardened. “I said it before. You are cold. Calculating. When push comes to shove, will you act as a human being, or not?”

      I’d thought that Uma’s biggest worry about me might be that I was going to try to usurp her position. Apparently, she had other concerns.

      “Do I really come across as all that cold and calculating?” I asked her.

      Again, she studied me closely. It was as if my answers weren’t quite what she expected. Slowly, as if she was uncertain, she shook her head.

      “Only in part. And even then, no more than others I’ve met.”

      Once again, I gave her a smile. “I’m just like you. Just a person trying to do my best. Sure, there’s part of me that is the calculating, emotionless thing you think me to be. But I like to think there’s more to me than that.”

      “I guess we’ll see,” Uma said with a sigh.

      As I studied the Commander, Kia’s words drifted back to me. The psychic had implied that at some point in the future, we would all become lovers. Not just Kia, Deeve, and me. But all of us.

      Even the Commander herself.

      She was certainly attractive enough. She would turn many heads, although I doubted there would be many who were truly up to the challenge she represented.

      But as I stared at Uma’s face, I saw a certain brittleness in her. It was as if she carried the responsibilities of the world on her shoulders, and had little left over for anything else.

      And when it came down to it, she was right. I’d joined with these women at first so that I could access their water and their rations. Beyond that, I’d made no real commitment to stick around.

      I made that commitment now.

      “Commander Reynolds, you were not wrong to trust me. I will not abandon you or the others. I will do whatever I can to keep us all safe on this world.”

      At my words, it was as if I’d removed at least some of that weight that Uma carried. Some of the tension in the set of her shoulders, in the expression on her face, faded just a little.

      She nodded. “And what about when it comes to leading us all? Rather than being just one of us?”

      I understood what she meant. “You are the transport’s Commander. As you say, without the Captain, you are in charge.”

      Once more, she focused her purple-tinged eyes on me. “It may have escaped your notice, but we are no longer on the transport.”

      I shrugged. “The others still look to you for guidance,” I said. “You said it yourself. Their lives are your responsibility.”

      With that, I sensed that the conversation was at an end. And I was tired. For the second time in just a few hours, I had a very attractive woman in my reach, but this time, it didn’t feel like there was anything I could do about it.

      With a sigh, I made my way to a spot I had picked out for myself, and was settling myself in to catch a couple of hours of sleep when I thought I heard Commander Uma Reynolds speak one more time.

      “But what if I don’t want that responsibility?” she asked.
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      This time, I got to wake up without the assistance of a subterranean nightmare hellbent on wrapping its tentacles around me and the girls and dragging us all away.

      I was getting tired of the steady diet of water and rations, and would have cheerfully murdered a family of ducklings for even the faintest smell of good coffee.

      At the same time, if I’d actually had that aforementioned coffee, I would have been more quickly my usual, less murderous self. And I had gone without coffee many, many times before.

      Perhaps not for as long as I would this time, but the point was that I didn’t physically need it to survive. Even if I would sometimes happily choose a good, strong cup, undiminished by either sugar or milk, over a good steak, a comfortable bed, or pretty much anything.

      With a sigh, I helped the girls pack the sheets of canvas and makeshift tent poles away, and together, we moved the sled, complete with all the supplies, as close to the edge as we dared.

      Then we were ready to begin.

      By then, our shadows had grown fairly long. We were still a fair way from true twilight, but already, the sun seemed to lack the impact it’d had when we began our journey.

      During the night, such as it was, the crevice hadn’t diminished. It was just as substantial, just as sheer and as deep as it had been when we first stumbled across it.

      A single glance each way along it, augmented by my ocular enhancements, was enough to convince me that if there was an end to this geological feature, then it would take several days for us to reach it.

      Our only real option was the one we had discussed before going to sleep. Which meant we had to split the party.

      “Who’s going down?” I asked.

      It wasn’t going to be me. It was my strength that was going to make this possible, if anything did.

      “I will,” said Deeve. The expression on her face suggested she heard the double entendre as clearly as I did, and it was all I could not to laugh.

      Playing it straight, I nodded. It was a good choice. She was capable, and would be able to handle herself should anything go wrong. But I didn’t want her to be all by herself done the bottom of the cliff.

      “Who else?”

      Uma looked to be about to volunteer, but I shook my head. “I might need your strength. As you said, the water container is heavy. Perhaps I can lower it down all by myself, but if I can’t—how would you feel about climbing back up to the top?”

      The Commander saw my reasoning, and nodded.

      “I’ll go,” said Kia. She had been largely avoiding me ever since we’d woken up, and I wondered if she was harboring regrets. Or maybe she just didn’t want anyone else to figure out what we had been up to.

      “And one more?” I said, looking between Sydney and Jayloo.

      Jayloo looked more than a little uncertain, and it wasn’t hard to guess why. She still had one of her arms in a sling, and that would make the climb down even more difficult for her than it would be for the others.

      I didn’t tell her, but I was already planning on how to deal with that particular problem.

      “I’ll go,” said Sydney. “I’ve done a little climbing before.”

      It was perhaps fifty feet from the top of this cliff to the bottom. Sure, it wasn’t a sheer, glassy surface, devoid of all hand and foot holds. But it wasn’t to be taken lightly either.

      Fortunately, we had plenty of the salvaged cord to go around. And some of it had already been fashioned into harnesses.

      I offered the first harness to Deeve, who understood what I intended without having to ask.
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      The harnesses we’d put together weren’t exactly complex. They were just a couple of loops designed to fit around our shoulders. Useful for towing a makeshift sled and all our supplies, but perhaps not quite as good when climbing down a steep rock face.

      Except that Deeve didn’t stick her arms through the loops. Instead, she stepped into them and brought them up to her hips. Then she wrapped another loop of the cord around her waist for added stability.

      That done, she looked at me. “If I lose my grip, don’t let me fall,” she said. Unlike Kia, she continued to treat me exactly the same as she’d always done. Except that maybe she was a little more relaxed around me.

      I gave her a reassuring smile. “I won’t. But be careful anyway.”

      Deeve poked her tongue out at me in an impudent gesture, then made her way to the edge. Swiftly but carefully, began to make her way down.

      Just as carefully, I let out more and more of the cord, not really taking any of her weight, but just being there in case I was needed.

      Nor was I the only one with Deeve’s safety in mind. Uma took a position next to me and stood as I was, backing me up by wrapping the end of the cord around her back, just to be sure.

      Slowly and methodically, Deeve made her way to the bottom. When she was there, she called up that she had made it, and stepped out of the harness.

      Kia followed suit with no issues, and then it was Sydney’s turn.

      The shorter woman wasn’t as naturally athletic as Deeve, and had to scramble a bit more. Once, perhaps halfway down, she slipped and let out a cry. It was enough of a warning that both Uma and I were able to hold tight and prevent her from falling. But I wasn’t close enough to see clearly what had happened, and had no intention of straying closer to the edge than I was.

      “Are you all right?” I called out.

      “Yeah!” came the reply. She made a couple of grunting noises, and I could tell she was trying to sort herself out.

      “This fucking cord has gone up my ass!” she added, and I did my best to smother a chuckle. “Gimme just a bit… Let me see if I can reach…”

      She didn’t need to go into any more detail. I did as Sydney suggested, letting out just a little bit of the cord, and within moments, the environmentalist was back on track.

      She made it the rest of the way without any more issues.

      “I’m down! But I don’t recommend doing it the way I did it. The harness isn’t exactly comfortable.”

      She stepped far enough away from the cliff face that I could see her clearly. She stood with Kia and Deeve, all of them looking up, expressions of expectation on their face.

      I took a moment to pull the harness back up, then said to Uma, “Now the fun begins.”

      With that, I started dropping some of the less easily damaged supplies over the edge.

      Some of the knives I’d made were among the first to go, as were the random shards of salvaged metal and bone that we hadn’t done anything with yet. Once the girls down below had cleared them out of the way, the makeshift tent poles, salvaged sections of canvas, and even the metal panel that formed the sled itself followed them down.

      Then things got serious. The tool chest wasn’t something I was willing to simply cast over the side. Instead, I lowered it gently, using the salvaged cord, lowering it hand over hand over hand until it reached the bottom.

      It was heavy. A good sixty, maybe seventy pounds of tools, most of which I was uncertain if we would ever really need. I mean, the toolkit contained a full set of spanners, but as far as I knew, we didn’t have anything resembling nuts and bolts in our supplies.

      At the same time, I was loath to simply leave them behind. Perhaps we wouldn’t be tightening or loosening bolts any time soon. But at the very least, the wrenches were good quality steel. Who knew what use we might be able to put them to in the future?

      While I worked on the tool box, Uma lowered the med kit, and then the two of us locked the lids of the ration containers tight, and lowered them down as well, one after the other.

      Finally, the only thing that remained other than my makeshift club, the salvaged cord, and the three of us, was the water container.

      This was the most challenging item we’d brought with us. Big, bulky, and heavy as hell, we spent considerable time just creating a suitable harness for it, winding the cord around until we’d created a snug mesh.

      Out of no more than simple curiosity, I wrapped my arms around that bulky, plastic thing, and lifted it off the ground.

      Both Uma and Jayloo watched with interest, and when I set it back down, Uma raised an eyebrow.

      “And?” she said.

      “It’s damn heavy,” I replied. “And the water sloshing about within it doesn’t help.” Then I offered both of the women a grin. “Are either of you thirsty, by any chance? Lighten the load a little?”

      They actually took me up on the offer, dipping the battered cup into the water container and drinking their fill.

      When Uma was done and the lid was tightly screwed back into place, she looked at me.

      “That does raise a question,” she said. “Should we empty some of the water to try to make it lighter? Sacrifice some to make it more likely we’ll be able to save the rest?”

      It was a good suggestion. But I was confident that between the two of us, we could do this without lightening the load.

      I shook my head. “Let’s just get this done,” I said.

      I wrapped the cord around myself as Uma had done before, and she did the same with hers. Unlike with everything else, with this water container, we’d joined this container to two separate cords, to better enable the pair of us to work as a team.

      I knew that the water container was tough. Designed to withstand considerable trauma. After all, it had survived the transport crash where so much else had not.

      At the same time, it was never meant to be indestructible. If we just tossed it over the edge, there was a good chance it would survive. But to my mind, it wasn’t worth the risk. What if it landed on just the wrong angle, on a rock that proved just sharp enough?

      The whole thing could burst open, and then we would be without any water at all until we reached the rain clouds up ahead.

      “Are you ready?” I asked, and the Commander nodded. “Then let’s do this.”

      This was the difficult bit. To get the weight of the water container over the edge while at the same time not losing control.

      The method we had decided on was simple. Uma and Jayloo would both do what they could to move it the last couple of feet and tip it while I held back, using my strength to keep it in place until Uma could join me.

      It worked a treat. I was able to hold the weight of it all by myself while Jayloo hurried out of the way.

      Then, between the two of us, my arms and hands feeling the weight, my legs and feet dug into the sand as much as I could, we lowered the container all the way to the ground.

      When we were done, I was drenched with sweat, and I saw that Uma was the same.

      Even so, I managed a grin. “Well. That wasn’t so hard, now was it?” I asked.

      Then I turned toward Jayloo. “Your turn,” I said.
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      The purple-haired woman looked at me with an uncertain expression.

      “Huh? What do you mean?”

      I figured there was a good chance she wasn’t going to take this well. I kept my voice calm and reassuring.

      “We’re going to lower you down the cliff just like we did with the water container.”

      “You’re going to what now?” she blurted.

      Uma tried to stave off the inevitable, even though both of us could see that Jayloo had taken a step or two backward.

      “Are you able to climb down with your arm the way it is?” she asked.

      Jayloo turned toward her with a frightened expression. She looked like a rabbit caught in a sudden light. Panicked, afraid, but not sure which way she should run.

      “No. Of course I can’t.”

      “Well, this is the only option. We put you in a harness, and lower you gently down.”

      Jayloo shook her head more and more violently. She stepped further away.

      “No. You can’t. I can’t.”

      Uma proved to be less patient than me. “Unless you want to stay here and slowly die of thirst, you don’t have a choice.”

      All of a sudden, it was like Jayloo’s eyes sprang a leak. One moment, they were dry, and the next they were filled with tears. She wasn’t crying, not really, but her eyes didn’t know it.

      I cocked my head to one side, trying to understand.

      “You’re afraid of heights,” I said.

      “No I’m not. I’m afraid of falling!” she said. “And why wouldn’t I be?”

      I tried to reason one more time. “Tell me, what did you think was going to happen when we got to this point?”

      But Jayloo wasn’t responding to reason. She was responding to fear. To the panic that was coursing through her veins at the situation.

      “I don’t know! I was just trying not to think about it!”

      I was starting to wonder if it hadn’t been a mistake to send Sydney down to the bottom. Perhaps the environmentalist could have calmed Jayloo down. As for me and Uma, we weren’t having as much luck.

      I tried one more time. “Jayloo, this has to be done. If it makes you feel better, you can close your eyes while we lower you down.”

      The purple-haired woman stared at me as if I was speaking a foreign language. She shook her head, but I wasn’t completely sure she understood a word I’d said.

      “You really don’t have a choice,” Uma said again. “All you’re doing is wasting our time.”

      As if in support of the Commander’s words, Deeve called up from below.

      “Adam? Uma? What’s going on?”

      “Jayloo is afraid of heights,” I shouted back.

      Then I turned to the woman in question. “What do you need to be able to do this?” I asked her.

      The question caught her by surprise. Instead of backpedaling, instead of shaking her head, she caught her lip in between her teeth and thought about it.

      But before she could come to any decision, Sydney called out from below. “Jayloo, it’s okay. I’m down here. We’re all down here. We are waiting for you!”

      I could see Jayloo’s chest rise and fall as she breathed more quickly than normal. But it seemed we were starting to get through.

      “I can close my eyes?” she said.

      “You don’t have to do anything. Just stay still, and Uma and I will lower you down. It’ll be like you’re in a lift, and have hit the button to take you to the ground floor.”

      She took a step toward us. “You won’t drop me?”

      I tried my smile again. “We didn’t drop anything else. And I guarantee you are lighter than that water container by some margin.”

      She still looked hesitant, but she took another step back toward us. She looked at me with an imploring expression, then turned to Uma.

      “You won’t let him drop me?” she said.

      Uma shot a look my way. I knew what she was thinking. Knew what Jayloo was asking.

      “I trust him,” she said.

      It was clear that Jayloo still didn’t. Yet in that, she had no real choice either.

      “I promise. You will reach the bottom safely.”

      In the end, I don’t think it was one single thing that convinced her. More a combination of my promise, Sydney waiting for her at the bottom, and the reality of the situation.

      There really wasn’t any other option.

      Finally, the purple-haired woman nodded. She stepped forward all the way, but deliberately didn’t look over the edge.

      “What do I need to do?”

      We helped Jayloo step into a harness, and wrapped the cord around her waist a few times for added stability.

      “You can hold onto this,” I said, holding the cord out for her. “And, as I said, close your eyes. It’ll be easy.”

      For the past couple of days, ever since Jayloo and I had met, the smallest of the women had viewed me unfavorably, her expression varying from suspicion through to scorn, with a smattering of less flattering responses thrown in for good measure.

      This time, when she looked at me, she was almost imploring.

      “Are you sure you’re strong enough?” she asked.

      In answer, I gripped the cord just above her hand and raised it high enough that her feet left the ground.

      It was relatively easy. I couldn’t have held her like that forever, with my arm outstretched, but for a few seconds—I didn’t even break a sweat.

      Jayloo squealed out loud and started to thrash about in panic.

      “Easy, easy,” I said. “I’m putting you back down now.”

      I did so, and in just a few moments, Jayloo calmed herself down. “Don’t do that again!” she snapped.

      “I won’t. But I think you will agree, I’m strong enough. So, are you ready?”

      The purple-haired woman thought about it, then nodded.

      “I can do this,” she said to herself.

      “Yes, you can,” I agreed.

      Together, the three of us stepped closer to the edge, and both Uma and I stood ready with the cord held firmly in place.

      “When you’re ready, lean over the edge. I won’t let you fall.”

      It must have been difficult for her to trust me. But she nodded, the fear still written large on her face, and did as I asked.

      At the same time, she snapped her eyes shut and gripped hold of the cord with her good hand until her knuckles turned white.

      Carefully, gently, I lowered her down, ignoring her occasional struggles and the way she cried out in fear.

      By the time I’d lowered her a third of the way, those cries had turned into screams of abject terror, and didn’t seem to be stopping. Yet she did the right thing. She kept clutching at the cord, and kept her eyes closed, and tried not to struggle too much.

      That was all I needed.

      I blocked out the sound of her screams and kept at it, lowering her hand over hand, a few inches at a time, making sure not to let her fall sharply at all.

      By the time she was halfway down, the girls at the bottom were calling up with encouraging words.

      “Is not far now, you can make it, you doing fine,” they said.

      I wasn’t sure if Jayloo heard them, nor did it truly matter.

      Two thirds of the way down. Just under twenty more feet to go.

      I kept at it, the sounds of Jayloo’s screams growing more distant even as they grew raspy, her voice not up to the challenge.

      “Just a little more, you’re doing great, nearly there,” the girls down below said.

      Jayloo kept screaming, and I kept lowering her down.

      Finally, it was done. Jayloo touched the ground and stopped screaming. Instead, she burst into tears, and threw herself into Sydney’s embrace.

      The two women clung to each other for long seconds, until finally, the women down below persuaded Jayloo to step out of the harness.

      I distinctly heard Sydney say, “Hurts like a bitch, doesn’t it? When the cord gets stuck up your twat.”

      I chuckled to myself again, very much aware that her complaint was slightly different this time. Then I pulled the harness back up to the top and looked at Uma.

      “I hope you don’t want me to lower you down the same way?” I said.

      She looked me dead in the eye. “What, are you suggesting I’m too heavy?”

      I hesitated, and she waited two full heartbeats before giving me another of her wry grins to let me know she wasn’t serious.

      I realized she’d got me, but then decided to go with it.

      “Of course I am,” I said. “But I like it when a woman has a bit of meat on her bones.”

      Uma raised a thoughtful eyebrow.

      “Do you now?” she said.

      I made a point of admiring her. She was nearly as tall as Deeve, but was more solidly built. That said, there wasn’t an ounce of excess on her anywhere. She was the definition of the Golden Ratio, and the scale on which she was built conjured a phrase, the origin of which was lost in antiquity: death by snu snu.

      The Commander was studying me in turn, in a way that suggested she was thinking thoughts that hadn’t really crossed her mind until then.

      “Be careful,” she warned. “Or I might start getting ideas that you might struggle to live up to.”

      “What makes you think I’d struggle?”

      I could see the Commander’s mind working. Not long ago, she hadn’t known whether she could trust me or not. Now, it seemed that she was looking at me in another way entirely.

      And, for the first time since we’d started our journey, we were effectively alone. The two of us were the only ones at the top of the cliff.

      Those were the thoughts running through my mind, and I suspected similar ideas were running through hers. Her expression had turned from a wry smile to one that suggested she was wondering how I might taste, should she close in and take a nibble.

      But before she could do so, before either of us could actually make a first move, Kia called up from below.

      “Are you two coming?” she shouted. “Because I’m getting a bad feeling…”

      It was enough to get the attention of both of us. I already knew that Uma took Kia’s feelings of danger seriously, and I saw no reason not to do the same.

      The moment already gone, and Uma was climbing into the harness. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll climb down under my own power. All you have to do is take my weight if I fall.”

      I was happy enough with that. To my mind, it was the best option. In moments, we were ready, and Uma began to climb down. At the same time, I scanned the horizons, looking everywhere for the threat Kia had sensed.

      At first, I saw nothing to cause any alarm. But Kia had been right before, when it came to the wolf things with the porcupine quills. No doubt, she would be right now as well.

      “Kia!” I shouted. “What do you sense? What’s heading our way?”

      “I don’t know,” came the psychic’s response. “It doesn’t feel like those tremors or the sandstorm. It’s more like the wolves. But it feels different as well.”

      I nodded even though Kia couldn’t see, and quietly thanked her for narrowing it down at the same time as I let out more and more of the cable, helping Uma get down the cliff.

      I kept scanning, and when the Commander was perhaps halfway to the bottom, I thought I knew the danger.

      Several times in the past, I’d seen black smudges in the sky that suggested some kind of winged creature. Now, I saw a similar dark smudge, only this time, it seemed to be considerably closer. And it seemed to be heading toward us.

      I wondered briefly whether Jayloo’s screams had attracted its attention, and turned my ocular sensors to their maximum once again.

      The dark smudge immediately became more distinct, resolving into a creature that looked like some kind of smooth skinned dragon, albeit much smaller than the creatures of legend, and with just two legs to go with its wings.

      So, a wyvern type of creature, a sinuous, oil-slick of a beast that seemed to ripple with all the colors of a rainbow.

      Even as I watched, I could see it getting closer. Nor was it the only one. Like the wolves, this creature seemed to travel in packs.

      And Kia was right to be wary. They were heading toward us.

      “Uma! I think I see what Kia is worried about. If you’ve got any more speed in you, use it now!”
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      There were half a dozen of the creatures, and while I didn’t think any of them individually would be strong enough to carry the girls off, together, it would be another story.

      In my mind, I envisaged a flight of pterodactyls, all of them approaching the girls much too quickly for comfort.

      “Hurry!” I called out to them, even though I knew the Commander was already doing her best. The winged creatures were now close enough that the girls could all see them clearly, and while I was too far back from the edge to see what they were doing, I imagined them panicking, not quite knowing what to do.

      Perhaps Deeve had already grabbed her knives. As for the others—they would doubtless do what they could, but they were largely non-combative.

      “Use the poles!” I shouted down to them. “Keep the creatures back!”

      And then it was too late for any additional advice. The wyvern-creatures were upon the girls down at the base of the cliff, the sound of their wings merging with cries that sounded like the rending of metal.

      I heard Deeve’s voice raised in challenge, heard Jayloo cry out in terror, and knew I had to get down to them.

      But I had my own problems to deal with. I was still holding onto a cable, still providing support for the Commander should she need it, and one of the wyvern-things had chosen me as its target.

      It swooped at me from the side, its dark, beady eyes glaring at me over top of a beak that would have turned any self-respecting buzzard green with envy.

      “Ha!” I yelled at it, waving my free arm in an effort to discourage the beast’s attack. But other than that, I stayed where I was, rooted to the ground.

      Uma was relying on me. I couldn’t let her down.

      The wyvern-creature was perhaps my size, with wings and claws like that of the greatest of eagles. It beat its leathery wings, almost hovering in place as it cried its raucous cry and attacked me with beak and claws.

      Once again, I waved my arm about, using the metal cuff on my wrist as a sort of small shield, aiming to strike the creature if I could, trying to fight it off with one arm.

      “Ha!” I yelled again. “Get the fuck off me!”

      I gritted my teeth as the monster’s claws raked through the remnants of my sleeve and scored a couple of good cuts on my arm. Yet even then, I knew the mesh reinforcements grafted under my skin were doing their job. The damage was no more than minor.

      “If you’re not going to fuck off and die, then at least stay still so I can wring your foul neck!”

      I admit it. I was angry. I didn’t enjoy being attacked when I couldn’t fight back. At the same time, a part of me acknowledged that it was good that this creature had chosen me as its target.

      I didn’t know how the girls were doing down below beyond what I could hear. But I knew their chances of holding this attack back were better because this one had picked me.

      “Adam!” I heard Uma cry over the shouts and curses, and raucous cries of the monsters. “I’m down!”

      At the Commander’s words, I felt myself starting to grin. Without a second thought, I tossed the end of the cable I was holding over the side. Then I turned toward my attacker and launched myself at it.

      Without having to worry about Uma, I was free to act as I wished.

      My first action was to reach out and grab hold of the winged monster’s tail. The dragon-creature didn’t like it one bit, and snapped at me even as it buffeted me with its wings.

      But I didn’t care. This creature might have been about my size, but I had the advantage in weight.

      And I was pissed! Here I was, at the top of the cliff, when those I had so recently agreed to protect were down below. So I took my anger out on this creature that had foolishly picked me as its prey.

      With my feet planted firmly on the ground, I heaved the monster’s body around in an arc, and brought it down with shattering force on the ground.

      The winged beast let out a sound that was almost a whimper and struggled immediately to rise.

      But I hadn’t let it go. I was still grasping its tail. So I heaved it up into the air once again, spun myself into a circle, and this time, when I brought the beast’s head down once again, I aimed at a boulder.

      The sound of the creature’s skull shattering was sickening. It shuddered once in my grip, its hind legs reaching out as if from instinct, but the fight was already over.

      Ignoring the twitching corpse, I reached for the last remaining items at the top of the cliff. There was just a coil of cable resting next to my makeshift club with the spike at the end.

      I kicked the coil of cable over the edge and picked up my club, intending to toss it over the side as well.

      But then I had a second thought. I didn’t want to waste time at the bottom looking for my only real weapon. So instead, holding it in one hand, I threw myself over the edge of the cliff and did my level best to scramble down as fast as I could.

      A quick glance down below showed me that the girls had taken up my suggestion. They were fending the flying creatures away with the salvaged metal poles, and were doing a decent job of it.

      Yet even from my position above them, I could see it hadn’t all gone their way.

      Deeve in particular was bleeding from a series of parallel gashes on her arm.

      The sight of that made me even angrier than I had been before. I threw caution to the wind and let gravity do even more of the work, using my free hand and my feet not to find any safe hold, but just to slow my descent.

      And when one of the flying creatures backed away from the group to hover for just a few moments beneath me, a mad thought crossed my mind.

      In any normal circumstances, I would have dismissed the mad thought as foolhardy. Yet these were not normal circumstances. Not by a long shot.

      And I was angry.

      So instead of responding with caution, I calculated the angle and kicked out from the wall. I dropped through the air, and knew that all the winged monster had to do was beat its wings once and I would plummet to the ground.

      At this height, I figured I would survive such a fall. But if I was unlucky, I would sprain an ankle, a wrist, or bang my head in on the ground.

      So it was a risk.

      A risk that paid off.

      The wyvern-creature didn’t see me. It didn’t move out of the way.

      I crashed into it from above and used my weight to bear it to the ground.

      The winged monster cried out in fury and fear, but when we hit the ground, I didn’t let go. Instead, I wrapped my arms around the monster’s sinuous neck, using my club as a sort of garrote, and we tumbled back and forth on the ground.

      The monster was trying to turn about to claw at me, but I had no intention of allowing that to happen. At the same time, I figured that this was not a creature that was easily choked. So I kicked away from it, regained my feet, and before the wyvern-thing could recover itself, I smashed at its head with the spiky end of my club.

      The monster went down in a heap.

      Breathing deeply, my heart pounding loudly in my ears, I turned to where the girls still defended themselves.

      There were four more of the creatures remaining, and I didn’t hesitate. I launched myself at one of them, my club swinging, and smashed it out of the sky. Then on to the next, and the one after that.

      Unlike with the wolves, these fiendish creatures didn’t break and run. Instead, when the last remaining monster saw what I was doing, it turned its attention my way.

      I was more than happy with that. Like a batter at a baseball game, I waited for the monster to approach. It dove at me, and I swung my club for the last time.

      I missed the target I was aiming for—the creature’s outstretched claws—but connected with a satisfying crunch against the monster’s rib cage.

      Just like with its brothers, the monster crashed down to the ground. And I was in no mood for mercy.

      I smashed my club down against its head, then checked on the others.

      In just a few more seconds, I had smashed each one of the monsters, making damn sure that they wouldn’t attack us again.

      Then, breathing heavily, the sweat dripping from my forehead and making my grip on my club slick, I turned to the girls.

      “Is everyone alright?” I asked them.

      It turned out that Deeve wasn’t the only one to be injured. Nearly everyone had defensive cuts and scratches to deal with, and Sydney had a set of worryingly deep wounds in her thigh to go with the damaged ankle she’d gained the last time we’d been attacked.

      We spent considerable time applying antiseptic cream, and then bandaging the worst of the wounds.

      As for Sydney’s thigh, a simple bandage wouldn’t cut it. Fortunately, the med kit came with a supply of medical glue and a stapler, which Jayloo proved a dab hand at using, displaying a surprising degree of empathy as she did. But even after we were all patched up, a serious issue remained.

      “Are you up to continuing?” Uma asked the environmentalist.

      Sydney hesitated. Her expression was clear. She wanted to say that she was. She didn’t want to be the one who stopped us all in our tracks.

      Yet she had no real choice.

      “I don’t think so,” she finally admitted. “Maybe in a day or so, when things have started to heal.”

      By the look of her wound, I judged that it would take a good deal longer than that before Sydney could really begin to keep up. But I wasn’t going to say that out loud.

      “Maybe we could all use a day or so. Just to give ourselves a break.”

      At my words, Deeve idly rubbed at her shoulders, and I knew I wasn’t the only one to feel the results of our efforts towing the supplies.

      There was a general murmur of agreement.

      “But we can’t stay here,” Uma said. “Not with that carrion out in the open, attracting scavengers.”

      It was the same discussion we’d had before, after the fight with the wolf-things. In the time since then, I’d been contemplating using one of the salvaged shards of metal from the transport to fashion some sort of spade. But I hadn’t done so as yet, and liked the idea of burying the dead flying creatures as much as I liked the idea of having rocks thrown at my face.

      “We’ll have to move at least a little way,” I said.

      Nobody disagreed. Not even Sydney, who was in obvious pain.

      “Can we stay out of the sun?” Kia asked.

      We were still in the shadow of the cliff we had descended. And I had to admit, the comparative cool was a luxury.

      Nobody voiced any objection to the psychic’s words, and those who were up to it finished putting the sled back together, with the supplies stacked neatly on top.

      “A couple of hundred feet ought to do it,” I suggested. “Perhaps if Uma and Deeve were to join me, the three of us could manage the sled. Then Jayloo and Kia, if you could help Sydney as best as you can, maybe that will be enough. And if it’s still too difficult, then when we’re done with the sled, I’ll come back and carry you.”

      Sydney’s expression hardened at that idea. I wasn’t sure if she really didn’t want to be a burden, or if the idea of me helping her to such an extent just wasn’t something she wanted.

      “I’ll manage,” she said.

      In the end, she did manage. We made our way to a spot near the cliff face where a natural formation of rocks would protect us from three different sides. That spot was far enough away from the dead wyvern things that scavengers shouldn’t be a problem, and once again, we set up the canvases to make a shelter.

      Sydney had been virtually carried by Jayloo and Kia between them, and collapsed onto the shelter floor as soon as we were done.

      There was nothing else to do. The others all settled down, several of them with their backs against the rocks, while I took a position where I could easily see anything coming.
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      Even though we’d successfully made our way down the cliff face with our supplies intact and fought off the winged creatures as well, the mood in the shelter was a long way from positive.

      The women were battered and bruised. Many of them nursed injuries, ranging from relatively minor through to the cuts on Sydney’s leg.

      I’d thought that they would all use the time to catch up on their sleep, but mostly, the girls just kept to themselves, staring vaguely around them, in some cases, and breathing out sighs that sounded like despondency in others.

      I sat back and watched for a few minutes, just to see if anything would change. But the mood within the makeshift shelter seemed to be set to ‘depressing’.

      So I made my way over to Uma, who was sitting with her back to the wall, staring at a point in space three feet in front of her nose.

      As I approached, she roused herself enough to look at me.

      I tried out my grin. “Everyone seems to be in a cheerful mood,” I said.

      Uma made a noise in the back of her throat, a kind of grunt of agreement.

      “They’ve been through a lot. And every last one of them had something different in mind for the end of their journeys.”

      There was no argument about that. “Understood. But it’s not good for us to wallow like this. Doing so leads to less ideal decisions, and we still have a long way to go.”

      The Commander studied me for a moment.

      “Is that piece of wisdom part of your Canary handbook?” she asked.

      “Well, yes. But that doesn’t make it wrong.”

      Uma gave me another of her rare half-smiles. “So, what did you have in mind to cheer everyone up?” she asked.

      “No idea,” I said. “But that’s why I’m talking to you.”

      I kept my grin firmly in place and waited for it.

      Finally, the Commander looked away, shaking her head.

      “Fine,” she muttered under her breath. “I’d been hoping to save this for when we had something to celebrate.”

      “We do have something to celebrate. We’re still alive, despite this world’s best efforts. And we have all of our supplies still with us.”

      “That we do,” the Commander agreed.

      With that, she heaved herself to her feet and headed toward those aforementioned supplies. She dug through them until she found one of the containers that I thought were filled with rations.

      I wondered what she was thinking, but she moved without hesitation, opening the lid and digging through to the bottom.

      Some of the others were starting to look curiously. So I wasn’t the only one to express my surprise when Uma withdrew a large, clear bottle.

      Grinning broadly, she held it up for everyone to see.

      “Vodka. Courtesy of the Captain, who liked to keep a stash hidden. One hundred proof, guaranteed to blow your socks clean off without you having to take off your shoes.”

      Still grinning, she looked around, catching everyone’s eye in turn.

      “I’m thinking we could all use a bit of a pick me up. We’ve earned it.”

      The mood within the shelter improved as if by magic. All of a sudden, there were smiles all around, along with murmured comments of approval.

      “I was starting to think it was going to be a long time before I tasted alcohol again,” said Jayloo, to general sounds of agreement.

      “Who’s first?” Uma asked.

      We used the bottlecap as a shot glass, and the bottle passed quickly from one set of hands to another. By the time the bottle reached Deeve, having already passed through Kia’s hands, and Uma’s herself, each pour was greeted with anticipation, followed by applause with the swallow.

      It was like suddenly, we were a long way away from being stranded on an uncharted world, and were all back to our respective college days, drinking up a storm in a dive bar off campus somewhere.

      Sydney and Jayloo were next, the latter of whom was unable to suppress a cough after she threw her drink back, and then the bottle found its way to my hands.

      I was still keeping half an eye on the world outside the shelter, but all eyes had turned to me, and I had no intention of missing out.

      I poured and swallowed, enjoying the burn as the alcohol made its way down my throat, enjoying also the applause and laughter from the girls at the same time.

      I handed the bottle back to Uma, who completed the ritual once more, but instead of simply passing the drink along to the next person, she paused for a moment.

      “Sydney,” she said, and all eyes focused on the environmentalist. “Tell me. Did you and Jayloo know each other before getting on the transport?”

      The injured woman’s eyes seemed to dance with good humor. “We did. But not for very long. We met each other at the transport hotel, and found that we were heading in the same direction.”

      Uma just nodded, accepting her answer, and handed the bottle over.

      And just like that, the rules of the game changed.

      Sydney asked Kia if she could read minds as well as sense the future, but Kia said that she couldn’t, although she knew of some who had that gift as well.

      The psychic took the bottle and drank, then directed a question at Deeve.

      “So, is there someone special waiting for you on a distant world somewhere?” Kia asked, and everyone knew that she wasn’t talking about a brother or sister, or even a pet.

      It could have been an awkward question. It could have brought back thoughts of how far away from home we all were, and how slim our chances might be of getting back.

      But Deeve handled it surprisingly well. She gave Kia a grin.

      “Why do you ask? Are you asking me out?”

      Kia grinned at the athletic woman’s bold reply, her cheeks already beginning to flush. But she looked quickly in my direction, and I thought I understood the reason she had asked. She was clearing the path for me.

      Maybe she didn’t realize that path had already been traveled.

      There was a smattering of laughter from the others, and when that had died down, Deeve gave a more honest answer.

      “There’s nobody waiting for me. And hasn’t been for some time.”

      The athletic woman accepted the bottle and drank, then directed her question at the Commander.

      “What about you?” she said. “All these years spent flying between worlds—how does that work with a social life?”

      At first, I wasn’t completely sure Uma would answer. But she knew the value of sessions like this just as I did. And as the instigator of this round of questions, it wouldn’t have been right for her to forfeit.

      “You may have noticed that the crews for these transports usually include a mix of men and women.” The way she said it implied a lot more than the words, and each of the women understood. As one, they asked for more details.

      Uma seemed happy to oblige.

      “There was someone a couple of years ago. He was a communications specialist, and I outranked him. But here’s something you might not know about those who work on interstellar transports.”

      She looked around, making sure we were all listening. “Call it a perk, if you like. But we can request our schedules to line up with those we care about. Or we can request that they don’t. If a relationship goes sour for any reason, we can literally be light years away and the first your ex might know about it is when you’re not there with them on the next trip.”

      “Bastard!” Jayloo said. “Someone did that to you?”

      At this, Uma actually laughed. “No, I did that to him.” She looked around once again. “He got too clingy, and it just wasn’t what I was looking for at the time.”

      Sydney offered the bottle, and Uma moved to go get it. But Deeve wasn’t completely satisfied.

      “It seems a harsh way to go about things,” she said.

      “Maybe it is,” Uma conceded. “But it has become kind of a thing for those in my line of work.”

      She took her drink, then looked around for her next victim.

      The game continued, with the bottle being emptied one capful at a time. I learned a number of interesting things about the women I was stranded with. Sydney liked to grow orchids to relax, and Deeve had been a competitive athlete, specializing in the pole vault, but also proving proficient in several other jumping categories.

      Kia had spent most of her early life being subject to a range of experimentation designed to test her psychic abilities, but had sued for her release as an adult, and had won a respectable amount in compensation.

      But it was Jayloo whose background proved most interesting. She had bounced around from world to world, doing a little of that this, a little of that, not really caring whether her actions were legal or not. She had even done time once or twice, although when pressed, she wasn’t keen on explaining why exactly.

      Nor did the questions stop there. As the bottle grew closer to being empty, it was Deeve who asked a more personal question.

      “Jayloo,” the athlete said, her words slightly slurred and her focus not quite as sharp. “Are you a lesbian?” she asked, her eyes flicking between the purple-haired woman and Sydney, before moving back once again.

      A sober Jayloo might have scowled at being asked such a question. But this slightly tipsy version just grinned like the cat who had got the canary.

      “Maybe when you bring that bottle over here, hang around for a moment. You might get a chance to find out.”

      As one, the women let out a cumulate noise of appreciation, several of them appearing eager to witness such an encounter, whatever it was that Jayloo truly meant.

      Nor were they the only ones. I wouldn’t have minded watching, either. But it seemed that neither of the girls was quite tipsy enough to live up to the dare.

      Jayloo clarified. “Some days I am, some days I’m not. Mostly, I have more time for women than men. But there are exceptions,” she said. At the last, she glanced toward me, but if there was any message intended, I couldn’t have said what that message was.

      Perhaps surprisingly, it was Sydney who brought the focus of all these questions my way.

      She had just answered a question about whether she would prefer a hot shower after a hard day to sex, and had responded that it all depended on who else was a factor in that equation, and hinted that maybe both would have been the best answer.

      Then, with a smile that suited her face but which had been missing recently, she stared across the makeshift shelter to me.

      “Adam,” she said. “You are stranded on an uncharted world with five different women, all of whom are attractive in their own way. Which one do you choose, and why?”

      At this, all the others spoke at once, some saying that she couldn’t ask that, others agreeing with the question. I couldn’t help but flick a quick glance at several of the women in quick succession, Deeve, Kia, and Uma, only to see that the Commander at least was looking straight back at me.

      I broke eye contact fast enough that maybe the others hadn’t seen, and considered the question.

      “Let’s be clear,” I said. “What are you asking?”

      “You know what I’m asking. And surely you’ve considered the question by now. We’re alone on this world, as far as we know, and it looks like that’s going to remain true for some time. You are the only man among us. At some point, you’re going to have to choose. So, what’s wrong with right now?”

      “Yeah, Adam,” said Deeve, a mischievous look on her face.

      The mutters of approval and otherwise died away, with the shelter growing as silent as it had been before Uma broke out her bottle. Yet then, the silence had been accompanied with a sense of despondency. Now, it was full of anticipation.

      Deliberately, I looked at each woman in turn. Deeve was smiling at me as if daring me to say something, and Kia was looking away. Then I turned my attention back to Sydney.

      I held her eye. “What makes you think I would want to choose just one of you?” I asked.

      At this, Deeve and Uma burst out laughing, while Jayloo made a noise that could have meant all sorts of things. Kia remained silent, but allowed a slow grin to steal across her face, and even Sydney seemed to find the humor in my words.

      But she didn’t let go. “Fair enough. So maybe I’ll rephrase the question. Who first?”

      I was actually a little surprised at how readily they all accepted the implications of what I had said. At the same time, I didn’t really want to risk giving an answer.

      So I just smiled back, doing my best not to look at either Deeve or Kia. “Who first? Or do you mean, who next?”

      This generated another round of noises and laughter, and not a little bit of looking around. But before they could begin speculating, I continued. “Either way, did you miss the part where I said loyalty was part of my nature? And respectful as well? A gentleman does not kiss and tell, even if that kissing is just in the planning phase,” I said, deliberately choosing to be ambiguous.

      With that, I went to the injured woman, and held out my hand.

      Sydney seemed to consider my answer, and for a moment, I thought she might want to push it even further. But to my relief, she finally relented and handed the remnants of the vodka to me.

      It wasn’t long after that when we reached the end of the bottle. The last question was directed at Uma herself, and it was a good one.

      It was Kia who asked it. “Do you have any more bottles like this one stashed away?” she asked.

      Uma offered her half smile to the psychic and everyone else. “If I did, then I would be saving it for a true celebration,” she said. “But, sadly, no.”

      With that, she drained the last of the vodka, and screwed the lid back down in place. She surveyed me and the others, and I could almost read her thoughts. The alcohol and the questions had worked wonders.

      Instead of heading off to sleep feeling beaten, Deeve, Sydney, Jayloo, and Kia all looked if not completely happy, then at least more than content.

      Job done.
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      With the women all relaxed and drifting off to sleep, I saw no real reason to stay in the shelter. Not for the whole night, at any rate. With the alcohol warming my blood but at the same time acting as a sedative, I figured it might be a good idea for me to step outside, and maybe even go for a bit of a walk.

      Not too far, of course, that I couldn’t immediately return to the shelter if I was needed. But just enough to stretch my legs.

      I took my makeshift club with a spike at one end and did that, enjoying the cooler air of the relative shade.

      The other side of this canyon was perhaps half a day’s travel away, and when I toggled my ocular augmentations to bring that far wall as close as I could, I thought that maybe it might prove a little easier to climb than the wall we had just come down.

      It would be difficult to bring the water container back up to the top. But it needed to be done. And when we were there, we would only be a day or so away from the green, and the rain clouds.

      What we might find there, I wasn’t sure. But hopefully, there would be all we needed to put together a life for ourselves.

      There had to be. If there wasn’t, we could be in real trouble.

      We’d only been trying to survive in this world for a couple of days, and already, as a group, we’d picked up more injuries than I was comfortable with. And we’d found very little with which to sustain ourselves.

      If I was being truly honest, it wasn’t a promising start.

      I was still staring off into the distance when I heard movement. Instinctively, I gripped my club tighter and turned toward the sound. But it was just Uma, making her way out from under the canvas.

      Part of me was disappointed that it wasn’t Deeve or Kia in search of round two, but at the same time, I wasn’t displeased. The Commander saw me and gave me a nod. Without hesitation, she came up to my side.

      “See anything interesting out here?” she asked.

      I offered a shrug. “The moons are interesting,” I said to her. “With their irregular shapes. I can’t help but wonder if there’s something going on with that. If at one time, they were just one enormous moon, and that some calamity pulled it apart.”

      Uma nodded as if an agreement. “Or perhaps it’s more than just the moons. Perhaps this world we’re on is part of it as well. You said it didn’t seem to be very big, despite the decent gravity. What if this world and the moons were once just a big, single planet?”

      It was a compelling thought. “I wonder what happened to it?” I asked.

      Uma was silent for a moment. Then, deliberately, she turned toward me, and I found myself mirroring her movement. We studied each other, standing a couple of feet apart.

      “I saw you looking at me,” she said, with a hint of a challenge in her expression.

      I smiled. “The only way you could have was if you were looking at me,” I replied.

      She didn’t hesitate. “That isn’t the point.”

      I knew she was right, but wanted her to say the rest.

      “Then what is the point?”

      Uma didn’t say anything. She just studied me closely, her eyes going to my chest, my waist, down to my feet, then back up to my face. Then she stepped closer, into my personal space.

      Uma wasn’t as tall as Deeve, yet it was a close contest.  But I was taller still, by the full span of a hand. I looked down at her even as she looked up at me, and decided that I would have found her attractive in any circumstances.

      That we were effectively marooned together in this world didn’t alter that reality.

      “You are beautiful,” I said.

      She allowed herself a small smile at the compliment, and then, surprisingly, she looked away.

      “I’m dirty,” she said. “I must look a mess.”

      Then she looked back at me, and it was as if her uncharacteristic moment of shyness was gone. She reached up to touch the side of my face with her fingers.

      “You’re not so hard to look at yourself,” she said.

      The touch of her fingers against my skin was electric. I knew for a fact that I couldn’t have looked my best. I’d crawled out of a burning cryo pod, made my way across the sun-bleached face of this world, and fought off several attacks.

      My clothes were dirty, torn, and still splattered with blood, and I was sure my face wasn’t much different. And if that wasn’t enough, I’d sweated enough to stick half of the desert sand to my skin.

      Yet none of that mattered. Uma apparently saw past all that, or perhaps she didn’t care. And besides, her clothing was also a bit torn and bloodied as well.

      So I took half a step forward.

      She closed her eyes and leaned toward me, and that was all the permission I needed. I leaned down and kissed her once on the lips, enjoying her surprisingly fresh taste, the hint of the sea in her scent. Then I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her more deeply.

      It was as if I had awoken something passionate, something animalistic inside her. She crushed herself against me, her arms and fingers digging into my back, her breath coming in gasps between kisses.

      I felt my body respond, and knew that I was a heartbeat away from lowering her to the ground and ripping her clothes clean off her, exposing her feminine curves to the world as I had my way with her.

      But this world was dangerous still, and part of me still remembered that I was supposed to be keeping watch. So I reined myself in just a little, and let my hands drift lower, enjoying the shape of her ass even as I tasted her tongue with my own.

      For long moments, we continued, with most other thoughts gone from my mind. It was a long time since I had enjoyed the company of anyone like her, and my body reacted accordingly.

      I knew she could feel my erection pressed against her, and she confirmed it by pushing us a little apart and reaching for it through my clothes. I wanted to lower my head, to perhaps kiss one of her breasts through her top. But before I could, Uma paused, breathing harder than usual, but looking away.

      “Uma?” I said.

      She looked up at me. “I’m covered in dirt,” she said. “What I wouldn’t give for a shower.”

      “I don’t mind,” I said.

      “But I do.” She took a deep breath and let it out almost as a sigh.

      “You’re sure we’ll find water up ahead?” she said.

      “You’ve seen the clouds yourself. There’s water there.”

      Perhaps I should have lied.

      “Then that will be soon enough.” With a knowing look that was almost a promise, she reached up and tapped me on the end of my nose. “Get us to the water,” she said. “And I’ll give you a reward.”

      With that, she spun out of my grip, looked at me one more time, then headed back into the shelter.

      She left me all alone, with my erection slowly fading away into nothing and, no doubt, my balls gently turning blue.
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        * * *

      

      Once again, I kept watch until the Commander took over. When she did, I found myself a spot fairly close to Deeve, but, disappointingly, the athletic woman was dead to the world, snoring gently. As were the others.

      I was tired as well, so I closed my eyes and knew nothing more.

      Some time later, we all heard the sounds of animals in the night. It sounded for all the worlds like a pack of hyenas, but they were distant. I thought that whatever they were, they’d found all the meat they required in the form of dead flyers.

      I listened for a few minutes only, then went back to sleep.
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      There was an atmosphere of uncertainty when next I was fully awake. It seemed that most everybody was keen to get moving. But Sydney’s injuries had stiffened while she slept, and she could put no weight on her leg at all.

      We were all gathered around beneath the canvas shelter, discussing what to do.

      “What if we put together a splint?” Uma asked.

      Sydney looked willing to try, but I could see the doubt on her face. I knew that even with a pair of crutches, she would find the going difficult.

      “Ride the sled,” I said.

      It was an obvious answer, but it seemed that I was the only one to have thought of it.

      And again, Sydney seemed uncertain. “But… my added weight…?” she said.

      “We’ll manage,” I said.

      The others seemed to like the idea. “At least we can give it a try,” Deeve said. “Maybe we’ll be a little slower. But how long is it going to take your leg to heal?”

      It was a valid point. We all knew that it might take several days before Sydney could easily walk again, and even then, it wouldn’t be a good idea to put any pressure on her, for her wound might split open again.

      The decision made, we broke down the camp, with the girls doing what needed to be done with enthusiasm. It seemed that the break and the brief moment of fun had restored their spirits.

      Even Jayloo, who until then had typically responded to most anything with scowls and combativeness, seemed almost happy.

      We were ready in record time, with the five most able-bodied people climbing into their harnesses, and Deeve and Kia helping Sydney onto the sled.

      The way we put it together, there was a natural seat near the front, and it was there that Sydney sat, taking pains to keep her leg as straight as possible.

      But just before we were ready to go, the environmentalist burst into a surprising fit of giggles. We all turned toward her, not understanding. She tried to rein her giggling in, but that just made it worse, and for long moments, she was helpless, falling over herself with laughter.

      Finally, she managed to get herself under control enough to gesture toward us.

      “Go Blitzen!” she blurted. “Go Dasher! Go Vixen!”

      And that was enough. Kia and Jayloo both laughed out loud, and Deeve offered an appreciative groan. As for me, I couldn’t help but smile even as I shook my head and turned back around.

      But Sydney wasn’t yet done. Still giggling, still enjoying herself immensely, she called out once more.

      “Mush!” she said.

      We lurched into motion and began to work our way across the sandy bottom of the canyon, with Sydney intermittently giggling from her seat behind us.

      My estimation proved to be about right. It took us half a day to reach the far side of the canyon. Getting our supplies to the top was a reverse of the earlier process, only this time, Jayloo was certain that she could make her own way up.

      The problem was Sydney. With that leg of hers, she couldn’t make even the comparatively easy climb up.

      So we helped her into a harness, and between Uma and me, we got her to the top.

      Likely, I could have done it reasonably easily by myself. But having Uma’s strength to call upon if needed wasn’t a bad thing.

      “Good thing it wasn’t me,” the Commander said. “With a wounded leg. Would you have been able to lift me up to the top?”

      We’d had a very similar conversation before, but this time, it seemed there was an additional edge to it, as if she was testing me.

      “I would have managed,” I said. Then I grinned at her. “But maybe not this way. It would have been easier to just throw you over my shoulder while I clambered up.”

      Uma didn’t know how to respond to that. She started to say something, stopped, gave me a puzzled look, and tried again.

      “You think you could do that?”

      “I’m stronger than I look,” I said.

      Uma nodded. “And you look pretty strong,” she said.

      She didn’t say anything else, but I got the feeling that I’d said something right. She was a solidly-built woman, and it seemed she liked the idea of feeling delicate and feminine.

      Not something she would have experienced a lot of, I imagined.

      Finally, we were done. We had everything up to the top, and were ready to go once again.

      A quick glance ahead of us showed the line of green to be much closer than it had been before, and with it, those clouds and their promise of rain.
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        * * *

      

      There wasn’t a distinct boundary between the sandy wasteland and the green belt. Instead, the transition was gradual, defined at first by scrawny, dried out plants that seemed to reach for the sunlight.

      But as the air grew cooler, our shadows becoming taller, and the sun sinking toward the horizon behind us, the plants grew bigger, more varied and robust.

      We were still some distance away from the looming clouds, but we could already sense a change in the air.

      No longer was it hot, dry, and full of dust. Instead, the air now tasted fresh, and carried with it a hint of moisture.

      It was also not quite as bright as it was out in the middle, although there was still plenty of light for the plants to grow. And, it was clear, enough water in the soil that they could do so.

      That wasn’t the only difference between the edge of the green belt and further in. As well as the plants, there was an increasing abundance of wildlife.

      Nothing major, not so far at least, but every step we took seemed to disturb some kind of bug or small hopping creature, and more than once something slithered into the burgeoning bush.

      And with that increase in life there came an associated increase in ambient noise.

      We could hear the breeze rustling through the leaves of the bushes around us, but also, we could hear a variety of chirps, of honks, of high-pitched squeaks and squeals that the wildlife used to call to one another.

      And perhaps not just the wildlife. More than once, I noticed a plant of some kind move of its own volition. One in particular looked like a football with a tangle of silver fronds projecting from the top. As we approached, the football seemed to compress itself inward, deflating, and making a noise like a whoopee cushion in the process.

      It was enough to bring a smile back to several of us, and Jayloo scowled at the plant.

      “Excuse you!” she said, and that earned a quiet laugh as we moved on.

      But we couldn’t continue over this new terrain forever. Eventually, the plant life grew thick enough that we couldn’t wade through it.

      The makeshift sled ground to a halt, as did we all.

      We’d been walking for a day and a half since climbing out of the canyon. Our water supplies were holding up well, and it was clear that this would no longer be a problem.

      The only real question was what to do now that we’d reached the limit of where we could take the sled.

      With evident relief, the girls climbed out of their harnesses and found themselves somewhere to sit. Sydney didn’t bother to move from her position on the supplies beyond shuffling out of the way enough that we could access the water and a container of rations.

      It had been a good couple of days since we had been last attacked by something that wanted to eat us, and the mood was buoyant.

      “So,” Uma said, taking the lead once again. “This is as far as the sled goes. What’s next?”

      “The goal is the same,” I said. I gestured to the surrounding plant life. “If we’re going to survive, we need water, food, and shelter. Which means that if the sled is going no further, than perhaps we set up a temporary shelter here, and scout out a more permanent location?”

      I framed it as a question, but really, there wasn’t any other option. And the girls knew it.

      The only question was whether we could find somewhere suitable within walking distance of where we were right then.

      “Somewhere we can defend,” Deeve said, and there was a muted chorus of agreement.

      “Water, food, shelter, and protection,” I amended.

      Sydney was grinning again. Ever since she had been riding on the sled instead of walking, it seemed that she had regained the humor that had been promised in her expression from day one.

      “A coffee machine and a minibar would be quite good too,” she said.

      Jayloo and Kia both laughed, and even Uma allowed herself a wry smile. “If we’re going to go that far, then why not look for a way off this rock as well?”

      Unfortunately, she had misjudged her words. Instead of adding to the humor, it seemed to take some of it away, as the girls once more faced the reality that we were stuck there.

      “Works for me,” I said, trying to keep the tone light. “But it looks like we’ll be splitting up, with some of us staying here to guard the supplies while others explore to look for a suitable location.” I looked to Sydney. “I take it you will be one of those who stays?”

      The environmentalist nodded. “Sure. No problem. After all, it might be nice to sit down for a while after all this walking I’ve been doing.”

      There was humor in her words, but also a bit of a bite. As I could understand. It had to be frustrating for her.

      “I’ll stay,” Jayloo said, and I looked to the others.

      “I could go by myself, but it probably makes more sense to bring at least one of you with me, just in case.” I looked at each of Uma, Deeve, and Kia in turn, and saw that both Deeve and Uma were making up their minds.

      At almost at the same time, they spoke.

      “I’ll go with you,” they both said.

      Then they looked to each other.

      “At least one of you needs to stay, in case the others need help defending against some kind of attack,” I said.

      My words seemed to resonate with Uma’s sense of responsibility. “Okay, then,” she said. She looked at Deeve and me, and I thought she might have been thinking about things other than just the pragmatic realities of the situation.

      But she didn’t say anything, and instead spoke to Kia. “Do you sense anything? Any danger approaching?”

      The psychic thought about it. She wrinkled her forehead, and for a moment, seemed uncertain. “I think it would be best if you and Adam went together,” she said.

      I had to admit, that wasn’t the response I had expected. “You sense something?” I asked.

      “Nothing definite. I just feel like it would be safer that way.”

      Deeve seemed a bit disappointed by this, and I got the impression she had been looking for some alone time with me. But she put on a brave face nevertheless. “Well, good luck,” she said to us both. “We can set the camp up while you’re gone. I hope you find somewhere good.”

      “So do I,” I agreed.

      There wasn’t anything else that needed to be said, nor was there any reason to delay. Uma and I both drank from the supplies, doing our best to ignore the stale taste of the water. We also ate our fill of the rations, and then we were ready to go.

      Surprisingly, it was Jayloo who seemed most anxious about our departure.

      “What if you don’t come back?” she blurted.

      “We’ll come back,” I said.

      “But what if you don’t?”

      It was a valid question, one which didn’t have an answer beyond the obvious. They would have to do what they could to survive. But that was too somber a note to leave them on, so I just tried to reassure her.

      “We will.”

      Uma did what she could to lighten the mood.

      “See you all soon,” she said, and the others all chimed in with similar sentiments.

      With that, the two of us set off, with me carrying my club, and Uma wielding one of the larger knives like a machete.

      We forged our way through the vegetation and soon found ourselves in a true jungle.
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      I’d worked my way through many jungles on many different worlds. This one was bursting with life, with thick, twisted trunks covered in patches of green or purple, with spikes jutting out from every direction, leaves and flowers that withdrew into themselves as Uma and I made our way past.

      It was so pleasantly cool away from the direct heat of the sun, with not a hint of wind at ground level to disturb the bushes.

      But it was far from quiet. The noises that had begun outside the jungle continued within, and were joined by many more. Animals, birdlike things, a hundred hidden creatures called to one another, crashing through branches as they sought to evade predators or attack prey, depending on their nature.

      More than once, within a very short space of time, we heard the sounds of carnage as some creature or other met its fate.

      I saw that Uma was clutching her knife with white-knuckled fervor, and flinched often, trying to keep watch on everything at once.

      “Relax,” I told her. “Not everything here is trying to eat us,”

      I said it with a smile in my voice, and my words served their purpose. Uma consciously unclenched.

      But I was worried.

      There was a lot of danger in these trees. I could sense it in the potentially venomous flying snake-like things I’d seen, in the sticky, amorphous colony of somethings that moved slowly but seemed to kill with every touch, in the many hidden nightmares within every shadow.

      This was the type of place where it wasn’t safe to let your guard down for a moment.

      Uma sensed it as well. “Is this really where we want to set up some sort of camp?” she asked, watching a delicate floating thing, one of many brightly colored floaters drifting along on the air currents.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we have none of the things we need outside. No water, no food, and no real protection from anything, unless you count the canvases we put up for shelter. In here–look,” I said.

      I pointed to a trickle of water running between two large tree trunks. My sensors told me that this water was safe to drink.

      “That’s the first sign of surface water we’ve seen on this world. And there’s obviously food around here as well. Once we learn the dangers of this place, we’ll be okay.”

      Uma nodded, but I could see she was still uncertain. As she should have been, given the doubts in my own mind.

      “What are we looking for?” she said. “What makes a good place to settle?”

      I was reminded that surviving on strange planets was a long way from the Commander’s area of expertise.

      By then, there was enough moisture in the air that I was sure we’d reached the edge of the rain clouds above. The trickle of surface water I’d seen would not be the last.

      “We’re basically looking for a cave, a collection of rocks, or some other place where we can shut ourselves in and not worry about anything coming after us. Somewhere where the requirements of life are in easy reach. Food and water, mostly. It’s not really complicated.”

      Uma was silent for a time. She hacked at a series of oversized leaves that were blocking our way and shoved her way through.

      “It’s really happening, isn’t it?” she said, sounding more vulnerable than she had at any point until then.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “This,” she said, gesturing all around. “When I woke up from cryo sleep and saw we’d crashed, I had a hard time believing it. It didn’t seem real when the instruments said we were so far off course, and that the chances of anyone coming to look for us were so slim. Even the journey across the wastelands. Across the desert. Even then, I could convince myself that we were going somewhere. That we could somehow find a way out of here.”

      She sounded upset, and something more. I sensed the brittleness in her, the effort it took for her to preserve her aura of strength. “But now… we’re not looking for some magic way off this world. We’re just looking for somewhere to set up some sort of base. There’s going to be the six of us just doing what we can to survive. No chance of rescue. No modern tools or technology to help, beyond those that we brought along with us.” She gestured all around us. “This is it,” she finished.

      I stopped walking and turned toward her. I looked her up and down, and for the first time, I felt I truly understood this fundamentally civilized woman who stood before me.

      She was capable and strong, and wielded her machete like someone who would use it if and when required. There was steel in her, a determination that would serve her well on this world.

      But that didn’t mean she wanted to be there. It didn’t mean that this was the life she’d picked out for herself.

      “There’s always hope,” I said. “None of us truly know what the future will hold. Well, except maybe Kia.”

      I said the last as a joke, and Uma wasn’t so far gone in her fatalism that she couldn’t muster a hint of a smile.

      “And even if we do get out of here,” I added, “remember that for some of us, being rescued might not be a positive thing.” I held out one of my arms to show her the metal cuff I still wore.

      It was perhaps the wrong thing to say. She studied me narrowly for a moment, but didn’t say anything.

      I grinned. “Don’t worry. I meant what I said. Even though the Company still wants to throw me down a deep, dark hole, if there’s a chance to see you and the others away from this place, I’ll take it.”

      Uma nodded. She stood there in silence, perhaps contemplating her future. Then she seemed to set all her worries aside, and to my surprise, broke out in a grin.

      “So, in the meantime, tell me. You didn’t really need me to come along with you, did you?” she said.

      I pasted an innocent expression on my face and looked at her.

      “You can move faster without me tagging along. And if anyone can defend themselves against the dangers we might find, it’s you. Yet you wanted someone to come with you. And you chose me. Why is that?”

      Her expression told me she’d formulated her own ideas. I barked out a laugh even as I turned and headed further into the jungle.

      “There’s water in here. Somewhere, we might find a pool deep enough for you to take that bath you mentioned.”

      I could have said it was Kia’s idea. Could have come up with any excuse. But I figured I’d see what she said.

      To my distinct pleasure, Uma laughed along with me, her gloominess at the whole situation largely forgotten.

      “We might at that,” she agreed.
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      Despite the canopy protecting us from the worst of it, the rain did get steadily heavier. It wasn’t long before both of us were wet through, but neither Uma nor I objected to it at all. The rain was still warm, and it seemed to carry some of the grime and dirt away.

      At the same time, it didn’t make much sense to keep going deeper into the trees. Instead, we turned to one side and made our way parallel to the jungle’s edge.

      “You won’t lose our way?” Uma asked me.

      I shook my head and tapped my temple with one of my fingers. “Augmentation. I always know which direction I’m going.”

      “They really did a number on you, didn’t they?” she said.

      I shrugged. “It’s not like I’m going to complain about it,” I said. “After all, they didn’t force me to sign up. And besides, if not for the little changes they made, I’d probably be dead a dozen times over.”

      Uma nodded in understanding. “Useful,” she said.

      “Yeah. But that was always a two-edged sword as well.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, my usefulness has always been more valuable to the Company than to me,” I said.

      As we walked, I made a mental note of everything that might prove handy to know. Several times, I spotted different types of fruit, some of which had been partially eaten. Always a good sign, I thought, even as my augmented sensors confirmed that the fruit would be edible.

      We saw several non-predatory animals as well. A couple of primate-things in the trees, as well as grazers down on the ground, munching away at the foliage.

      One of those creatures was gigantic. Big enough that I pulled Uma out of the way and just watched as it ambled past.

      “Huge,” Uma murmured, still gripping her knife as if it would do any good.

      I agreed. But what concerned me more was that even a creature this size seemed to have predators. Its flesh was covered in natural armor, and even then, it displayed huge, angry-looking scars on its hind quarters, as if something had tried to bring it down and had almost succeeded.

      I resolved once again to keep my eyes peeled for dangers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We had been walking for a couple of hours, and I’d noted three possible locations for us to settle.

      One was where two enormous trees had grown together, leaving a hollow section down near the bottom. It was next to a stream, and we would have to clear out some of the fungal growth, but it seemed to be a good option.

      There was another area where the trees were thinner, growing around a grouping of boulders. Again, there would be a bit of work to do, but it wasn’t beyond the realms of possibilities that some of those boulders would make good walls for a potential fortress.

      The third potential option was similar, and even had a sort of cave, which while not really big enough for all of us to comfortably live, it would serve in a pinch.

      But the dangers of the forest were very real.

      We almost got caught out twice within a matter of minutes. The first time, it was an amorphous shape, an ambush predator that rose up seemingly from nowhere, a silent, inky black shadow that looked set to engulf the both of us.

      Uma let out a surprised shriek, and I responded with my club, hammering away at the monster before I even truly recognized the danger.

      Then my sensors kicked in, giving me what details they could of the creature we faced. At once, I recognized that we didn’t need to kill it.

      “It’s not really an animal!” I said to Uma, who was standing in a defensive pose. “It’s a predatory fungus of some kind. It’s anchored between those two trees. We just have to get out of its range.”

      Together, we stepped backward, doing what we could to turn words into action. The amorphous fungus-creature grew longer and thinner, still trying to engulf us in its substance even as I continued to dissuade it with blows from my club.

      Finally, after the thing had stretched far more than I would have believed possible, it gave up. Perhaps it was tired of the blows I was dealing to it, combined with Uma’s efforts with her machete. Or perhaps we were just out of its effective range.

      Either way, it abruptly stopped questing toward us, curled back in on itself, and in moments was nothing more than a dark shape between those the two trees once again.
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        * * *

      

      Not long after, a large flying lizard made of teeth and claws attacked us from above. I got the distinct impression it might have been related to the other flying creatures we’d fought off before.

      Yet this one had misjudged us. If it had attacked with more of its kind, then we could have been in real trouble. As it was, a glancing blow from my club was enough to send it screeching off into the trees.
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        * * *

      

      In between finding the second potential location and the third, we were attacked once again.

      This attack was more serious, and I never saw it coming. The first I knew of the danger was when Uma let out a yell and crashed into me, doing her best to push me out of the way.

      Something dark and lithe flashed through the air where I had been standing, and I felt the sharp pain rake over my shoulder. I tumbled to the ground with Uma on top of me, but had no time to enjoy the closeness of her feminine form. In a heartbeat, I was back on my feet, with Uma bouncing back up beside me.

      The beast that had pounced at my back was in front of us, crouching low, ready to go again, all teeth and claws and wiry strength. I knew at once that this thing was trouble, and my ocular sensor confirmed it.

      Fully nine feet long not including its tail, this thing could have been an oversized panther with the neck frill of a lizard, and when it growled at us, that frill opened up to add to the intimidation.

      “Get out of here!” I said to Uma. At the same time, I steeled myself, intending to take this monster’s attention to give Uma a chance.

      “No!” Uma said back to me. “I won’t!”

      The prowling black monster had been making up its mind which one of us to attack. All at once, it decided, and between one heartbeat and the next, it launched itself at Uma.

      But I had no intention of letting it get anywhere close. With a roar of my own, I leapt forward to meet it, and swung my club for all I was worth.

      Such was this creature’s speed and agility that it seemed to change direction midflight and closed in on me instead. I managed only a glancing blow, and then maybe six hundred pounds of angry, dangerous flesh bore me to the ground.

      I found myself on my back, trying to jam one of my wrist cuffs into the creature’s mouth while doing my best to prevent it from raking my chest with its claws.

      If I’d been a normal man, unencumbered by the augmentations that made me what I am, likely I would have been dead within seconds.

      But I hadn’t been kidding when I said that I was stronger than I appeared.

      Not Superman strong. Nothing like that. But if Tarzan could fight off a lion in the African jungle, then I gave myself even odds against this foul creature.

      I yelled at the monster even as it bit down on my cuff, and used my free hand to hammer away at its ribs, doing my level best to shatter them with my fist.

      I knew for a fact that my punches carried impact, and the weight of that metal cuff was a bonus. I felt the creature flinch away from my first blow, and my second, even as the damned thing’s claws raked at my skin.

      At the same time, I’d been quick enough. Even as the monster bore me to the ground, I’d brought both knees up to protect myself. I hammered the creature in the side one more time, then heaved with everything I had and threw the monster away from me.

      Once more, I scrambled to my feet, belatedly realizing that Uma had joined the fight, trying to hack at the creature with her knife. My move had surprised her as well, and she did her best to scurry away from the beast.

      I found myself breathing hard, my heart pounding in my chest. Somehow, I’d lost my grip on my club. I spotted it to one side, but when I took a step toward it, the pantherish creature moved that way, crouching low, as if daring me to try.

      I felt my expression turn into a snarl. The wounds on my shoulder and chest throbbed, and I knew that if it weren’t for my subdermal mesh, I might have been in trouble.

      With one hand, I motioned Uma behind me, and this time, she did as I suggested. “Give me your knife,” I said.

      She handed it to me without question, and I tested its weight.

      Then, with a roar, I hurled myself at the monster, intending to do all I could to gut it where it stood.

      It leapt sideways, away from my attack and past me completely.

      Uma let out a shriek, and I saw her standing there, her face a picture of fear, defenseless as the creature bore down on her once again.

      At the last moment, she ducked, and I threw myself around in an arc, stretching out with everything I had.

      “Don’t you fucking dare!” I bellowed. I caught the creature’s black, sinuous tail in my free hand and used all my weight to drag it back and away from the woman.

      The creature didn’t seem to like having its tail being grabbed. It exploded into a fury of claws and teeth, a snarling whirlwind of danger, doing all it could to twist and turn and rip me to shreds.

      But it wasn’t designed with the same flexibility of a house cat. And I kept my weight in place, holding onto that thing with everything I had, hauling it backwards.

      For a handful of seconds, it couldn’t touch me, and that was all that I needed.

      I could have tried to plunge my blade into its back. Could have chopped off its tail and hoped that it would charge off into the jungle to lick its wounds. But I didn’t want this monster to ever be able to attack us again.

      So, I took half a moment to tuck the knife down the back of my pants, then gripped the tail with my other hand.

      Then I executed a move that a champion hammer thrower would have been proud of.

      In this gravity, I probably weighed a bit over two hundred pounds. Maybe a third of what the panther creature did. But it wasn’t all about weight.

      It was about strength as well. And I had that in spades.

      With a snarl of rage at this monster, I dug my feet in, leaned back, and used the creature’s own efforts against it. It turned to the left and tried to attack me from the side, but I turned with it, hauling on that tail for all I was worth. For half a heartbeat, it looked like the monster was going to change direction. So I yelled at it and pulled it the way I wanted it to go, and it obliged.

      In less than three heartbeats, we’d turned in a complete circle, and I had no intention of stopping. I goaded the beast to keep going, and leaned back, praying that the ground beneath my feet wouldn’t betray me.

      With a mighty heave, I used the monster’s momentum combined with my strength to lift it up off the ground and swung that fucking thing through the air.

      The crazed creature let out a howl that sent chills up my spine, but I still didn’t loosen my grip. I whirled that beast through the air one more time, another full circle. Then I sighted on a tree and let go.

      Six hundred pounds of teeth and claws sailed twenty feet through the air and crashed head first into the base of the tree. It hit hard enough that the small creatures living up top scattered in every direction.

      The creature was stunned. But a long way from dead.

      So I drew Uma’s machete from the back of my pants and hurled myself at it, hacking with all the strength that I had.

      The monster was tough. It tried to get back to its feet, but I wouldn’t let it. I held my own weight on top of it, doing my best to drive that twisted piece of metal through its ribs, into anything important.

      For long minutes, I kept at it, plunging the blade in again and again.

      Perhaps at some point I recognized that it was no longer moving. But by then, I was beyond reason, beyond caring, beyond anything. All that mattered was that I had to be sure that this thing wouldn’t be a threat ever again.

      “Adam,” said Uma. I was dimly aware that it wasn’t the first time she’d tried to get my attention.

      “Adam, it’s over. It’s done.”

      I stabbed the monster one more time, just to make sure.

      “Adam,” Uma said.

      Then, panting as if I had run ten miles on a high gravity world, my heart pounding with effort, I thought about stabbing the creature again, but did not.

      Instead, I leaned back, seeing for the first time what I had done.

      The creature was dead. No doubt about it. It was a mess. Hacked into pieces.

      My arms were covered in blood.

      “Adam, are you okay?” Uma said. This time, she was standing closer. As if at first she’d been too scared to approach.

      I took a deep breath and realized that my grip on Uma’s knife was uncertain. There was so much blood the handle was slippery.

      Nevertheless, I nodded. “I’m fine,” I said.

      To my surprise, Uma put her hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay,” she said, her voice warm and soothing. “It won’t attack us again.”

      As if Uma’s touch had healing properties, I finally felt myself returning to normal. I drew a deep breath of air and let it out all at once. Then I heaved myself to my feet and pulled a face at the mess I’d made of my clothes.

      Uma noticed. “Let’s get you cleaned up,” she said. I let her help me away from the corpse of the panther creature, and felt better once I couldn’t see it.

      Then I looked around.

      “My club,” I said.

      “I have it,” Uma said. For the first time, I noticed that she was carrying my club with her free hand.

      Surprisingly, I felt my expression turn into a grin. “Thank you. But let’s try to avoid those things in the future. I don’t think I like them very much.”

      Uma let out an appreciative chuckle. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t like them much either,” she said. “But at least it taught me one thing.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “There’s more to you than just the cold, calculating part. You care about people. You care about me.”

      I kept grinning. “How about that, huh? Almost like a real human being.”
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      Despite my levity, the fight with the panther-thing had taken a toll. As well as wearing a not-so-thin coating of its blood and entrails, I was injured, and I needed to know just how bad that injury was.

      Keeping an eye out for additional predators, Uma and I found a place where the rain had gathered into a small pool, and I set about cleaning myself up.

      It felt good to clean the blood off my hands, but that was just the first step. Gingerly, I peeled what remained of my shirt away from my body.

      “Ouch,” said Uma.

      I couldn’t disagree. If it weren’t for my subdermal mesh, I might have been in serious trouble. As it was, the panther’s claws had raked a series of slashes over my torso and shoulder. They weren’t very deep, but there were more of them than I would have liked, and they weren’t exactly comfortable.

      “Give it to me,” Uma said, gesturing for my shirt. I handed it over, and she used it to clean away the blood.

      “Not that bad,” she announced when she was done, but I wasn’t entirely sure she was saying it for my benefit or hers.

      “I’ve had worse,” I said.

      She looked at me. “Not when you didn’t have your backup in easy comms range, I’d wager,” she answered, and I had to agree.

      Still, I mustered my usual grin. “I’ll be fine. I heal quickly, and that antiseptic cream from the med kit should take care of any infection issues.” We hadn’t brought the kit with us, preferring to travel light, but I wasn’t worried about that so much. We would be back to it soon enough. “In the meantime, maybe we can rip my shirt up into strips, and use them as bandages.”

      Working together, we did as I’d suggested, and wrapped the makeshift bandages around the worst of my injuries as best as we could.

      At the same time, I was thinking about this world and how dangerous it was. The wastelands were bad enough, with our little group having to fight for their very survival more often than I was comfortable with, but this jungle was taking it to a new level.

      If I’d been surveying this world for the Company, I would have labelled the jungle wildlife “extremely hostile,” and added a warning that habitation was not recommended.

      But we didn’t have a lot of choice in the matter.

      “It’s not ideal, is it?” Uma asked, her thoughts apparently echoing my own.

      I couldn’t lie to her. “No, it is not. Unless we can find something to mitigate this jungle’s dangers, then setting up a base in here would be suicidal.” I shrugged. “Maybe our best option is to set up just outside, and go on regular excursions for water and meat.”

      But even as I said it, I knew my suggestion was a poor solution at best. We would effectively be splitting the party every time, and whoever went in would be exposing themselves to danger.

      Yet there didn’t seem to be any choice.

      Uma didn’t reply, but her expression conveyed her dissatisfaction. She finished helping me with my makeshift bandages. “So, back to the others?” she said with a sigh. “Give them the bad news?”

      I nodded.

      However, before we had taken more than a few steps, we found ourselves in trouble again.

      This time, it wasn’t a single animal, but a swarm of them. Not ants or anything so mundane. But an insectoid thing as big as my fist, covered in shining red armor, and moving like a single coherent creature.

      When I first saw them, they were quiescent, just a huge, shapeless gathering in the form of a boulder.

      But as we drew nearer, the boulder seemed to shimmer, and I paused, my club at the ready.

      Then the shimmer repeated, and all of a sudden, the boulder disintegrated, becoming ten thousand, twenty thousand individual insect-like things that were heading right for us.

      If we had been facing half a dozen or so, I would have simply crushed them with the heavy end of my club. But we weren’t. We were facing a swarm. And the only thing that had stopped them from swarming all over us already was that they didn’t appear to fly.

      Instead, they marched at us with grim determination, at a speed that was frightening. And it was clear that their intent wasn’t friendly.

      We had only one choice.

      “Uma, run!” I cried. I grabbed her by the hand and took off, doing my level best to keep ahead of the insects.

      We ran.

      All of a sudden, the other dangers hidden among the trees became less urgent. For all either of us knew, we could have been plunging directly into the maw of some hidden monster, one of those fungus things, or whatever it was that had attacked the giant herbivore.

      If that happened, then we would deal with it or not when the time came. In the meantime, we had to focus our efforts on staying ahead of the swarm.

      Uma voiced a steady stream of curses even as we clambered over fallen trees, forced our way through undergrowth, and dodged around boulders and other obstacles.

      The bugs were matching our pace, and both of us knew that a single misstep, a stumble or fall might be all it took for them to catch up.

      And the noise!

      The bugs made a chirping sound as they scurried along and their chitinous armor clattered as well. It was like ten thousand castanets clattering against one another on an ongoing, discordant basis.

      All by itself, it was nearly enough to drive me mad, and I saw from Uma’s expression that she was impacted the same.

      Perhaps that noise would have put off other prey, but for Uma and me, it provided additional motivation. We wanted to get away from it as fast as we could.

      We charged through the forest with the swarm close behind us, and when I glanced behind us once more, I hesitated for half a beat.

      “Do you see that?”

      Uma turned back to look. “See what?”

      “That bush. They’re avoiding it!”

      It was a low, shrubby plant covered in blue flowers, and the sea of bugs could have plowed through it like they did with most others. Instead, they took a detour, like a river flowing around an immovable obstacle, leaving quite a gap around it.

      I kept running as I looked, and my foot caught a root. I stumbled, almost falling, almost taking Uma down with me.

      But the Commander was resolute. She used my grip on her arm to support me for just the few moments I needed. I righted myself and carried on.

      “So?” Uma demanded.

      I scanned the foliage ahead and spotted another of the plants. “This way!” I called, and crashed toward it, looking to repeat the experiment.

      Again, the bugs avoided the plant, this time bending around it mostly to one side. They didn’t seem to want to get anywhere near it.

      “How does that help us?” Uma said.

      “Find others!” I replied. I had vague ideas of plucking some of the flowers or rolling in the plant like a dog in the hope that what I thought was happening proved true. That there was something about that plant that put the bugs off.

      But there was too much going on to express that thought completely. It was enough that we just continued to run and keep our eyes open.

      The plant proved irritatingly rare at first, but the more we looked for it, the more examples we found. Each time, the insects avoided it as if it was toxic, and I began to notice that other things seemed to do the same as well.

      As we passed the plants by, I let go of Uma’s hand to snatch at it, coming away with a handful of leaves and flowers. I was at the point of turning and brandishing my makeshift bouquet like a weapon when all of a sudden, the jungle opened up.
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      Both of us came to a complete stop.

      “What the hell?” Uma breathed next to me, her words echoing my own thoughts exactly.

      The two of us looked at each other, breathing hard, neither of us quite believing what we were seeing. A quick glance back the way we’d come showed the bugs, but they were no longer charging after us. Instead, they seemed hesitant, as if they were unsure what to do.

      Together, Uma and I stepped further into what had once been a village.

      The shrubby plants with blue flowers were everywhere, thick enough that the air was heavy with their delicate scent. It wasn’t unpleasant at all, at least to us. Yet the bugs didn’t seem to like it one bit.

      My instincts said they were planted deliberately for protection. By whoever it was who had built the village.

      There were perhaps half a dozen hut-like structures arranged haphazardly in a circular pattern. It was obviously long deserted. There were trees and vines growing amongst them, but not as many as everywhere else in the jungle, and those that were there were smaller. The shrubby plant with the blue flowers grew on the ground, on the trees, even on the huts themselves.

      Those huts were dome-shaped, some of them broken open like eggs, and all of them covered in moss and other growths to go with the shrubs with the blue flowers.

      Most of the huts were smallish, about the size of a decent bedroom. But one, the best preserved of the lot, was much bigger, twice, nearly three times as large.

      In a state almost of disbelief, Uma and I drifted toward the largest of the huts, and my athletic companion reached out to touch one of the walls.

      Yet we couldn’t stop thinking about the bugs. Even then, it seemed as if they were starting to drift away. As if the scent of the plants created a barrier through which they couldn’t pass.

      “Do you think we’re safe here?” Uma asked.

      I looked all around, using my augmentations to get a clear picture. “The insects have given up,” I said. “But that’s not all. Listen. It’s quieter here. Like there are fewer creatures about.” I held up my handful of leaves and flowers and sniffed.

      It smelled like fresh mango.

      I examined it with my sensors, and found nothing of any concern. Not to us, anyway.

      Yet the bugs’ reaction was undeniable.

      “Do you think that plant…” Uma began. “Do you think it might keep other things away as well?”

      “Like the forest predators? Yeah. I think it might.”

      She nodded, not quite willing to believe it, but hopeful. As was I.

      With half an eye on the forest, we continued to look about.

      “Who built this?” Uma wondered out loud. “How did they build it here? Where are they?”

      I didn’t have any real answers. “Whoever they were—the huts aren’t made of any natural substance. It’s almost like a ceramic material. Abandoned long ago.”

      Uma nodded, but she had seen something else. “Is that some sort of water feature?” she asked.

      Together, we headed over.

      “Look, it’s more than one pond. It’s an interconnected series of them. A complex fountain of some kind?” I said. “Is this a public bath?” I said.

      Uma looked at me, but she wasn’t convinced. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s just decorative. Like a water garden.”

      I could see that as well. Either way, there was something wrong with it. Some of the taller ponds—drinking fountains?—still held water, but the wider, shallower, bath-like pools did not. I didn’t quite understand why the water no longer flowed between them.

      “I wonder how old it all is,” Uma asked.

      “I don’t know. Decades. Maybe hundreds of years, judging by the decay.”

      As I had been speaking, I was scanning the part of the water feature that still held water. I couldn’t see why…

      Then I saw it. There was a way for the water to move from one pond to the next, but it had been blocked.

      Without hesitation, I reached in and tried to work the blockage free. But I couldn’t.

      “Give me your knife,” I said to Uma. I’d given it back to her after the fight with the panther.

      She offered it over without hesitation.

      As knives went, Uma’s machete was completely lacking in elegance. It was a jagged edge, a shard of metal torn from the transport itself. Yet it was narrower at the point than a normal machete, and I figured it would be good enough for what I had in mind.

      I used it to dig the blockage out, and in seconds, water was pouring from the drinking fountain into the pool.

      Nor did the drinking fountain seem to be emptying. I figured it might have drawn its water from an underground reservoir rather than the rain above.

      It looked like the pool would take only a few minutes to fill.

      I looked at Uma and offered her machete back.

      “You requested a bath?” I said.

      I could see her thinking through the implications. Could see her looking closely at me, and could even see her hunger. She wanted me. I knew that she did. And I’d just removed one of the barriers between that desire and acting upon it.

      But there were others. Uma glanced about at the trees, and I knew what she was thinking.

      “Is it truly safe?” she asked.

      I gave her the best answer I could. “I think that if we were standing in any other part of the jungle, we wouldn’t last five minutes before half a dozen different predators caught our scent.”

      She studied me closely. “And yet, here we are,” she said.

      I nodded. “And yet, here we are,” I repeated.

      Slowly, as if coming to a decision, Uma nodded. Then, showing not the faintest hint of shyness, she leaned her machete against the side of the pool, then crossed her arms in front of her as she reached for the lower edge of the top.

      In one smooth movement, she pulled her top up over her head, and off.

      Of the five women, Jayloo and Kia were both built small and slim, although Kia had certain assets Jayloo lacked. Deeve was tall and athletic, Sydney shorter and stockier, and Uma was the biggest.

      Yet even she didn’t have any excess on her at all. She was just built along a different scale, with strong arms and legs, and a torso that spoke of feminine muscularity.

      She had a set of abs that were almost as defined as my own, but I had to admit, that wasn’t where my eyes went.

      I found myself staring at a truly magnificent set of breasts, heavy and even, with nipples that matched Uma’s lips and seemed to be staring straight back at me.

      “Like what you see?” she asked, a hint of mockery in her voice. It wasn’t aimed at me, exactly, but rather at men as a whole. It was as if she couldn’t quite understand the male obsession with boobs.

      I realized that I was staring, but had no intention of doing anything else. I grinned at her.

      “Last time I checked, I have a Y chromosome,” I said. “Along with all of the associated inbuilt responses that typically implies. So, yes, I do very much like what I see.”

      Uma barked out a laugh, but she seemed more than pleased with my response. Still without any hint of shyness at all, she stripped out of her pants and boots, and within a very short time, she was standing naked in front of me, her lower half a spectacular match for her top

      With no further ado, Uma Reynolds climbed into the pool, which by then was filled nearly to the top, and settled herself in with an expression of a bliss on her face.

      She sat there, enjoying the pool as if it was an oversized tub, and I wondered if I should keep watch, just to make sure, or if the universe had indeed conspired to finally allow me to indulge in a more enjoyable pastime with this spectacular woman.

      Apparently, the same thoughts had occurred to Uma as well. She cast another glance around the trees, but apparently couldn’t see any immediate threat.

      “Well?” she said. “Are you going to just stand there? Or do you want to come join me?”

      It was my turn to let out a laugh. “I can fight naked just as well as I can with my clothes on, if I need to,” I said. With that, I took Uma’s lead and stripped out of what was left of my clothes.

      Moments later, I stood almost as naked as Uma had been, with only my metal cuffs and bandages remaining. I did my best to maintain the level of the same degree of unconcern as the Commander had displayed, but a certain portion of my anatomy was already betraying me, and it was more than clear that Uma had noticed.

      Her gaze was fixed just on that part of me, and she did not look displeased.

      I clambered as gracefully as I could manage into the pool and glided toward her, accepting that my bandages were just going to have to get wet and doing what I could to ignore the sting of my wounds.

      It seemed completely natural for me to wrap my hands around the Commander’s waist, and we studied each other in the dappled light of the jungle, with raindrops making their way through the leaves above.

      “I’ve never done it under the trees before,” Uma murmured. “Especially not in a place where everything wants to kill us.”

      I smiled at her and brought her close enough that I could feel the skin of her breasts against my skin. “There’s a first time for everything,” I responded, then bent to kiss her on the lips.
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      Uma responded with considerable passion, pressing her body against mine in the water before finally breaking away, her cheeks slightly flushed. I kissed her again, first on her lips, then on her cheek, her jaw, then the side of her neck.

      In response, Uma leaned back in the water and loosened her grip on me so that she was partially floating, her magnificent breasts breaking the surface of the water.

      It seemed to be an invitation, so I obliged, kissing the wet skin of her breasts, working my way down to her nipples, which I teased and sucked until Uma’s breathing quickened and she let out a quiet moan of pleasure.

      I doubled down on my efforts, holding her in place in the water as I teased and sucked.

      Uma soaked up all the attention, just enjoying herself, holding onto my arms even at as her legs bumped into mine, half floating, not really under control.

      Then, as if waking up from a dream, Uma pulled herself back upright, wrapped her legs around my waist, and kissed me a dozen times on my face, my chin, and my neck.

      She was a flurry of activity, and it was all I could do to enjoy it, holding her close in the water, my hands drifting from her waist to her rounded yet muscular butt.

      All at once, Uma broke away and studied me closely. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes full of desire.

      Nevertheless, she hesitated. “What about Deeve?” she said.

      I looked at her. “Deeve?”

      “Do you really think I couldn’t tell what you two were up to? During the sand storm, when I was on watch?”

      I couldn’t help it. I had to laugh. So much for keeping it quiet.

      And I had to admit, she was right. There was a connection between me and Deeve. But there was a similar connection between me and Uma. And then there was Kia. Speaking of whom…

      “Does that mean you don’t know about me and Kia?” I asked.

      The Commander looked at me in surprise, but there was no apparent jealousy in her at all. “You move fast,” was all she said.

      I kept smiling, deliberately keeping the tone light. “When there’s a risk we might all die at any moment, I figure it makes sense. And anyway, there’s more than enough of me to go around,” I said.

      At first, Uma didn’t seem to quite know what to say. Then she let out a laugh, accepting my words, and reached down between us to grip my erection in her hand.

      “So there is,” she quipped.

      We laughed together, and Uma began rubbing the tip of me against her folds, teasing us both with the feel of willing flesh combined with the unusual sensation of the water all around us.

      She was smiling as she did it, her eyes still heavy with lust.

      “As much as I would like to linger,” she said, her voice huskier than normal, “I’m not convinced we should stay away from the others for very much longer. So what say we move this along?”

      As she spoke, she lined me up with her entrance, teasing me again with the possibilities even as she held herself back.

      In answer, I just smiled and used my grip on her hips to my best advantage, drawing her closer, burying myself with slow deliberation into her warmth, enjoying every sensation, feeling Uma’s leg muscles clench around my waist even as she made a small noise of surprise mixed with pleasure.

      “Sounds good to me,” I murmured, crushing her gently against me, enjoying the feel of her muscles as she added her strength to my efforts, both of us content for the moment to see just how close we could get.

      I kissed her again, and she responded with hunger even as we clenched our bodies together. Ignoring the sting of my wounds, aware that the water around us was impacting the friction between us, I reveled for long moments in the feel of her, as she did with me. Then she moved a little apart, in the start of that age old rhythm that defined the best of what life had to give.

      Slowly but surely, Uma increased the tempo, grinding herself against me with every stroke, her breath starting to come in quick, urgent gasps.

      But something about the position didn’t satisfy her. All without disengaging, she unwrapped her legs from my waist and pushed me back toward the edge of the pool. I kept my feet on the floor, and brought my hands away from Uma’s hips, draping my arms over the edge of the pool to give me better support.

      Uma nodded as if in approval, straddling me still, her hands gripping my shoulders. At first, I wasn’t sure what prompted the change of position, but it all became clear.

      It was to better enable her to unleash.

      Uma rode me as if I was a bucking bronco, smashing her flesh against mine again and again. Our movements set up a rippling effect in the water, which quickly grew to a small tidal wave, splashing water about in every direction.

      Uma paid it no heed, focusing all her attention on me and what she was doing. She gripped my shoulders as tight as she could, slamming herself down on me again and again, at the same time producing grunts that mixed effort and pleasure.

      It was all I could do to hold on, to meet each of her thrusts with my own, to try not to let the wash of the water shift me about.

      I wanted to wrap my hands back around her, to crush her close to me once again, to match her effort with my own, but I knew that if I tried to do that, then I would be dislodged and it would all fall apart.

      Instead, I hung on as best as I could, and lay back and enjoyed the ride, concentrating on my own pleasure as well as hers.

      It turned out that Uma wasn’t shy with anything that she did. She’d found the position she wanted, and showed no hesitation in her intent. She smashed herself against me in an increasing tempo, building to a crescendo, her grunts and cries growing louder with each thrust.

      I could feel the strength within her thighs and hips, and knew that if I’d been a more delicate build, she might have done real damage.

      As it was, I was enjoying every moment. Seldom had I had a partner as willing to go all out as Uma was doing, and her very strength meant I could relax without fear of doing her damage in return.

      As the Commander’s noise and efforts increased, I found myself quietly laughing, wondering what the wildlife thought of all this ruckus.

      At the same time, the muscles of her thighs were far from the only sensation. She was squeezing me with everything she had, both inside and out, and the feel of her was enough to bring me close to the edge.

      Still, she didn’t slow down. She continued, increasing her tempo even more, splashing water over my face, shouting at the heavens in desperate need.

      Finally, way past the point where I had thought she would climax, she clutched at me with everything she had, held her breath and paused for a moment, stock still, bearing down on me.

      She stayed like that for one heartbeat, two, and maybe a third, then let out an animal roar that shook the trees all around us even as she clenched and unclenched around me, finally gaining her release.

      It was too much. She had ridden me too hard, too long, and I had been on the edge for some time. Normally, I would have done my best to hold on, to give her a second go, or maybe a third, but her release triggered my own.

      I bucked in the water, gasping out loud as I came, adding my own waves of ecstasy to her own. For long moments, we rode each other’s waves of passion, with me bucking beneath her, Uma holding on as best as she could.

      Finally, both Uma and I were spent.

      She’d stopped riding me like a bronco, but instead was more relaxed, her breasts resting against my chest. We were still connected, and I had no intention of changing that fact, at least not for the immediate future. But I did take my arms off the edge of the pool and held on to the Commander’s hips once again.

      We were both breathing heavily, regaining our breath. And once again, I found myself grinning.

      “Well, if that didn’t draw every predator in the jungle toward us, then you’d have to say that the that those flowers do a good job. We should be safe in this village.”

      Uma made a snorting noise that sounded like an agreement, and chuckled quietly to herself.
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      It wasn’t exactly comfortable climbing back into our dirty clothes having just so recently gotten clean, but it wasn’t like we had much of a choice. Yet, even as I heard Uma grumble about the lack of a towel, I was feeling happier about the future than I had for some time.

      Part of that may have been the endorphins still buzzing about in my brain. Part of it was that with the pungent, predator-protection plant, we might just have a valid place to call home.

      Survival in the jungle had suddenly gone from tenuous to doable. All we needed to do was pluck a few of those pungent flowers and rub them over our skin, and maybe carry a large handful or two of them back to the others so they could enjoy the protections offered as well.

      We did exactly that, and to our satisfaction, it seemed to work as expected.

      As Uma and I made our way through the trees, I couldn’t help but watch the woman beside me. Despite her penchant for less rustic conditions, she seemed to be built for this type of life. Strong and capable, her eyes quick and observant, her knife at the ready, just in case the protection the plants offered failed us.

      Together, we made our way back through the jungle, heading back into the sun where we knew our companions to be. Even without my inbuilt compass, it wouldn’t be too hard to find them. All we needed to do was get to the edge of the jungle, and head North until we found them.

      More than one predator approached but seemed to lose interest in us before it got near enough to become a real issue.

      As such, the journey back to the others was anticlimactic. We walked out of the trees smiling broadly, and found the others just as we’d left them.

      They had rebuilt the shelter. Deeve was on watch. She saw us approach from some distance, and turned to get everyone else’s attention.

      Both Jayloo and Kia emerged from the makeshift shelter, and even the difficult, pink-haired woman seemed happy to see us. But then Deeve noticed my bandages and hurried closer, her eyes wide with alarm.

      “Adam! Are you okay? What happened?” She glanced at the plants Uma and I were both carrying, but said nothing.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Just had a bit of a disagreement with some of the local wildlife,” I said.

      Instinctively, Deeve turned to Uma for confirmation.

      “He’s remarkably tough,” the Commander said. “But I guess that’s not surprising. That said, we should probably check him out properly, apply some antiseptic cream and redo his bandages.”

      I didn’t object, and the women bustled me into the shelter, where Sydney was sitting in the corner with her leg stretched out in front of her. Her expression matched that of the others.

      “What happened?” the environmentalist said, echoing Deeve’s question.

      “He decided to pull a black, nightmare panther-thing by the tail,” Uma said, putting the flowering plant she was carrying to one side and reaching for mine. “Got himself a little bit banged up in the process.”

      They made me sit on one of the containers in which we kept the rations. Sydney seemed to be trying to judge how serious it all was, so I gave her a grin.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “I just couldn’t stand that you were getting all this free attention, and wanted my share.”

      Sydney looked briefly uncertain, then broke out into her grin.

      By then, Jayloo had discarded her sling. I could see the bruises on her hand and wrist, and knew that her injury would still be painful. But she didn’t seem to mind as she took control, carefully peeling the makeshift bandages away.

      “See?” I said, keeping the tone light. “It’s nothing.”

      At this, Uma swore under her breath. “Men,” she muttered. But it was at least enough to make Jayloo smile.

      Then she peered at me closely. “You have a subdermal mesh implant?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      She gave a low whistle. “Good thing too, by the looks of it. Well, let’s see what we can do.” She looked at me seriously. “I don’t think we’ll need the stapler, but we might use some of the medical glue for the worst of it. And the anti-septic cream has an analgesic in it as well.”

      With Kia’s help, Jayloo did her best to patch me up. By the time they were done, I had to admit that I was feeling fairly comfortable, with one shoulder and most of my torso wrapped in bandages. But that could have been the analgesic at work.

      As Jayloo finished working, Uma and I spoke about what we had seen. We talked about the dangers we’d faced, the apparent accessibility of both food and water, and the plants that kept the predators at bay.

      “That one?” Kia asked, indicating the plants Uma and I had brought.

      “Yes,” the Commander replied. She shrugged. “I don’t know how, but what matters for now is that it works, and that gives us options we otherwise wouldn’t have.”

      It was Jayloo who asked the obvious question.

      “So, is that it? Is that where we are going? If so, when do we leave?”

      I shared a look with Uma. The Commander seemed unwilling to say the rest, so I spoke up.

      “There’s something else you should know. We were looking for somewhere we could set up as a base. You all know this. Somewhere practical, that would provide shelter and protection, as well as easy access to food and water. Well, we found somewhere.”

      Several of the women spoke up at once, but I held up a hand, gesturing for silence. “It’s an abandoned village, complete with shelters made of some ceramic material.”

      It didn’t take long for the implications to sink in.

      “Are there others here?” Sydney asked.

      “Human? Or alien?” said Kia.

      “Abandoned?” Deeve.

      I shook my head, not really answering any of their questions. “I don’t know any more than that, other than it looks like the village has been unused for a long time. Maybe whoever built it moved on. I just don’t know. But what I do know is that the village is covered in those plants.” I shrugged, and flinched as something caught painfully under my bandage. “This world isn’t exactly the friendliest of places, and it seems that it’s worse in the jungle than out here. But I think the abandoned village might well be the best place for us.”

      Deeve actually managed a grin. “Is that your professional opinion? As an Assessor for the Company?”

      I nodded, returning her smile. “Yes,” I said.

      Jayloo repeated her question. “So, when do we leave? How do we get everything there?”

      I was thinking that perhaps Jayloo had finally decided to drop her enmity for me. I looked around, noting the expectant expressions on all of the faces around me.

      “With the plants,” I said. “But before that happens, it’s been a long day. I’m tired and sore, and I’d like to get some rest.”
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      When I woke up, I found that my companions had been industrious. Not only had they packed up much of the campsite around me, leaving little work to do, but they had also been hard at work, turning more of the salvaged shards of metal into additional weapons.

      There were spears made of lightweight metal—the steel tubes with jagged points wired firmly in place. There were knives like Deeve’s, and larger versions as well. The one that Jayloo held onto looked like a curved, jagged sword, and the diminutive woman was waving it about in the air with relish.

      It had taken just a few days for a group of modern, sophisticated, intersystem travelers to devolve into a pre-industrial tribe.

      Yet I couldn’t fault them. Without any modern weaponry to rely on, this was an essential reality. Human beings were soft and squishy, without any sort of natural armor, and our teeth and claws were no match for the least of the predators we had so far encountered.

      We needed these weapons if we were to hope to survive.

      At the same time, the weapons the girls had wrought seemed too regular to be the same bits of metal salvaged from the transport.

      I couldn’t help but ask. “How did you make them?” I said, aiming my question that anyone who chose to answer.

      It was Kia who did. “It was Deeve, mostly. She and Jayloo. While you and Uma were sleeping, she used the power cutter to cut out the shapes that we needed. Then the rest of us used the files from the toolkit. And the drill. We sharpened enough of the edges to be useful, and used some of the salvaged cord to join the blades to the handles and the spear poles.”

      I nodded approvingly even as I reached for the spear Kia was holding.

      She handed it over, and I examined what they had done, even wiggling the blade with my fingers to see how firmly it was connected.

      It moved, but only very slightly.

      I figured that this spear would have been quite useful in the fight against the nightmare panther. That dangerous creature had felt no compunction about launching itself against me and Uma. But maybe, if it’d had to risk impaling itself, then it might have made a different decision.

      I handed the spear back, and Kia accepted it with something akin to pride.

      “So, where are we up to?

      It was Uma who answered. She had rested as well, but had apparently woken a bit earlier than I had done.

      “We can’t take all of the supplies at one time. Not without the sled. But we can’t leave them behind, either. Except for maybe the water container, if what you say is true about the water supply in the jungle. Whatever we take, we’ll have to carry.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Most essential first. The food rations. Medical supplies and tools. We’ll have to make more than one trip if we want to salvage the rest.” I looked at the Commander. “And I agree. We can’t really afford to leave anything behind.”

      Then I had another thought. I looked around, my eyes resting on Sydney. “Are you good to go?” I asked her.

      In answer, the environmentalist, with Jayloo’s help, pulled herself to her feet. She grimaced in discomfort, and didn’t let go of the smaller woman. But she stayed on her feet.

      “I can manage,” she said. “With a bit of help.”

      I studied her for a moment and figured that if push came to shove, I could pick her up and carry her over the more difficult terrain.

      “Good,” I said. “So, what are we waiting for?” I asked.

      I hadn’t really intended anyone to provide an answer, but Deeve did anyway. She gave an audible snort. “We were waiting for you and the Commander here to wake your lazy asses up. Because, much as we’ve all grown used to your pretty face over the last few days, that doesn’t mean we want to carry you.”

      She said it with a smile, and some of the others smothered a snicker or two.

      As for me, I chose not to respond. Instead, I bent down and hoisted the tool kit, the heaviest of the items we had onto my shoulder.

      “Well then. Let’s do this,” I said.
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      As expected, it took more than one trip, with the girls carrying what they could, with me, Deeve, and Uma ready at a moment’s notice to discard our load and respond to any threat with our spears and club.

      But in the end, there was no need for such actions. The pungent flower did its job better than we could have expected, and at the end of a long, tiring day, we had dragged or carried everything of value into the village.

      We even brought the water container, although for the sake of practical transport, we emptied it of its contents to make it light enough to manage.

      It had served us well during our journey across the wastes, and if the water it contained was no longer required, there was no telling what use we could put the thing to in the future.

      Kia, Sydney, and Jayloo’s response to the village was variable. Kia seemed to accept it all with an equanimity that the other two couldn’t match. Jayloo looked around with a faint sneer on her face, as if she couldn’t believe that her life had come to this, and Sydney seemed to accept it because she had no real choice.

      Nor could I blame them. To go from the sort of life where interstellar travel wasn’t that big a deal to living in a predator-infested jungle was quite a change.

      It would take all of them, me included, time to get used to it.

      Yet it wasn’t all doom and gloom. Sydney might have been disappointed, yet she still saw the humorous side of things.

      “The huts looked like oversized, pale toadstools,” she said. “Or puffballs, at any rate. What does that make us, living in them? Gnomes? Elves?”

      She’d had some difficulty making her way into the trees, and regularly accepted aid from me or Jayloo as we clambered over and around obstacles. But she’d made it, and I was pleased to see that she didn’t seem to be in much pain.

      “Or maybe that’s what the previous occupants were,” Deeve suggested.

      By then, having examined the huts closely, I was beginning to have my suspicions about that. But I didn’t say anything. Not yet.

      Once we were all done moving in, and had stored all of the supplies in one of the huts, Deeve asked the most important question. “Well, we’re here. Home base, such as it is. What next?”

      It seemed that they were looking at me for an answer. Even Uma.

      I looked around at the girls in our little village, and couldn’t help but think this was a victory. We’d made it. Had survived a journey across the burning face of a hostile world, and found a place to call home.

      Job done.

      Sure, there was a lot of work yet to do. All we had found was shelter, a steady supply of water, and some semblance of safety in the form of a predator repelling plant.

      It wasn’t much in the scheme of things. It wasn’t a ticket back to the more civilized parts of the galaxy. But it meant something.

      It meant that the six of us could at least make a life for ourselves in this place.

      If Uma had saved the bottle of vodka, now would have been the time to crack it open. It was a moment to celebrate. But it looked like we wouldn’t see any more alcohol in this land until we started brewing our own.

      “I thought it might be nice to light a fire or something,” I said. “Hold a celebration. And maybe go hunting for some real food, rather than living off these rations all the time.”

      I could see the looks of eager approval from all sides, but Kia had a different idea.

      “You can do that,” she said. “But I’m going to try out one of those baths. It feels like it has been forever since I’ve felt clean.”

      Deeve, Jayloo, and Sydney all murmured their agreement, and I wondered if it was perhaps a female thing. I liked to be clean just as much as anyone else, but wasn’t too concerned if I didn’t get the opportunity as often as I would have liked.

      “It’s like luxury,” Uma agreed. “The water is not too cold, and there’s plenty of room for two, maybe more.” She said the last with a smile, which Deeve seemed to notice. She raised an eyebrow at Uma, before shooting a glance my way.

      There wasn’t any jealousy in her look, just curiosity, but I chose not to notice it anyway. And much as I wouldn’t have minded staying, Jayloo was already casting a judgmental, worried look my way.

      I didn’t need to be Kia to figure out she wouldn’t be comfortable bathing if I was there. So I decided to let the girls have their privacy.

      There would be plenty of time to enjoy the view in the future. I mean, it had taken just a small handful of days and I could say quite conclusively that I had Deeve, Kia, and Uma on my side.

      Surely it wouldn’t take too long to get Sydney and Jayloo to start looking at me with a friendlier eye as well?

      And what had Kia said? After we all reach an understanding that it’s okay to share…

      Maybe life on this world wouldn’t be so bad at all.
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      And so ends Survivors.

      This was a fun one to write, and I hope you enjoyed reading about Adam and his ladies. The world was especially fun to dream up. If you enjoyed reading and want to help me get the word out about the book, 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/champion

      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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