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Chapter 1

The early morning air rose cold and steaming from the river like twisting snakes seeking a meal from the sky. I shivered, chilled by the ankle-deep water in which I stood and the brisk air that had passed over me as I rode Bob to the river for our morning water retrieval.

This was normally a job Sheela did, but the beautiful blonde woman was still sleeping inside of our now very cramped hut, and I hadn’t wanted to wake her. Hell, I shouldn’t have even been awake. It had been non-stop work to get the new fort built, and just as we finished it last night we saw a pillar of light come down only a half mile or so from our camp. My tribe and I rode there on the backs of the dinosaurs I tamed, killed four of the scary-as-fuck Utahraptors, and then saved two women who had just been brought to Dinosaurland.

I wanted to sleep, I needed to sleep, but there were too many tasks spinning around in my head that demanded attention, and I wanted to get a start on the day as soon as possible. There was too much to do and not enough time to do it.

Two new recruits would help though. The strange floating silver-woman had seemed terrified of me one moment, and then angry at me the next. I hadn’t really spoken to her on our trip back, but she had asked me if I was a “man” half a dozen times, and couldn’t seem to believe my answer. The green woman with the scales and gems on her face hadn’t spoken, but she smiled at us and seemed grateful that we rescued her.

I’d been too exhausted to explain the situation to them, but between Trel, Kacerie, Galmine, and Sheela, the two new women had been given a brief summary on our ride back to the camp. Then I’d passed out in the hut, woken up in time to take over the morning watch shift from Kacerie, and decided to just get the day started before the sun had even risen past the distant eastern mountain range.

The sound of rustling leaves pulled my attention to the shore of the lake some fifty yards to my right, and I froze in place with my water jug still submerged in the water.

The bushes beside the shore of the river parted, and a deer walked out onto the muddy shore.

Maybe “deer” was the wrong word for the creature. This was Dinosaurland, and everything that survived here was on fucking steroids. This thing was to a deer like Dwayne Johnson was to my skinny ass. I had never seen a moose in real life, but this deer was probably just as big, maybe even bigger, and it had antlers with more points than I could count quickly.

The stag took a few broad steps into the river, turned to look at me, realized I wasn’t much of a threat, and then bent his massive neck down to drink.

I couldn’t guess at how much he weighed. Maybe over a thousand pounds, but I knew one thing for sure:

I was getting pretty tired of eating those orange birds.

I had enjoyed a few venison burgers in my life. They were pretty lean, and maybe a bit gamey, but it didn’t taste at all like chicken or turkey. I couldn’t remember the last time I had red meat, and my mouth started to water just looking at the muscular stag.

I slowly rose from the water and took a hesitant step toward Bob. The deer glanced in my direction, but then he went back to drinking, and I let out a slow breath before continuing toward the back of my parasaur steed.

Bob knelt as I approached, and I fastened the water jug I had just filled to his back. I still needed to fill up three more, but we also had four more filled back at the camp, so it wouldn’t be that big of a deal to return with only one filled. I grabbed the spear from the saddle holster slung around the parasaur’s shoulders and turned back around to stare at the massive stag.

The easiest and safest way for me to do this was to tame the critter, have him follow me back to the camp, and then kill him there. The issue I had with that plan was twofold. The first issue was that I didn’t know exactly how my Tame skill still worked. Yeah, I could probably just speak a few gentle words to the guy, and he’d do what I wanted, but I was suspicious that I only had so many times I could tame animals. If I could only control a few dozen total, I didn’t want to waste a single use of the skill on something I was just going to turn into food. It was possible my power didn’t work like that, and I could tame as many animals as I wanted, but I didn’t want to risk using my power this way until I was sure I already had a bunch of dinos that I could use for fighting or building tamed.

The second issue I had with taming the buck and then having him follow me back was that it just kind of felt wrong. I really liked animals, and while I also wanted to eat, I didn’t want to befriend one, kill him, and eat him. It felt kind of wrong in my stomach, and I knew I’d never be able to do it. I could understand a bit where vegans got their perspective on eating animals since I did love them too, but I also knew that humans were omnivores, and we had to eat meat to be healthy.

And that meant animals had to die.

I held my spear in my hands and took a slow step toward the side of the massive stag. A thought crossed my mind that I was probably all sorts of stupid for trying to take out this massive deer with just my spear, but it wasn’t like I had a hunting rifle on me. All I had was the spear, the axe hanging from my belt, and the drool coming out of my mouth when I thought about how good roasted venison would taste for breakfast.

The big stag didn’t seem to notice me as I got nearer, or maybe he didn’t give a shit, either way, I was soon at the edge of the river and stepping into the water. Part of me actually hadn’t expected to make it this far, and I was a little surprised he didn’t just run away. I started to wonder what I would do if I actually killed the thing. I probably wasn’t strong enough to drag him over to Bob, but then I remembered I could just command the parasaur to pick up the deer in his front hands. If that didn’t work, I could just chop the corpse into workable pieces and then strap them onto Bob’s saddle. Either way, getting the meat back home wasn’t going to be a problem. Killing the thing was, so I needed to focus on that first.

Just as I finished my thought, the deer snorted, turned around, and shot me a look that was pretty much a red-hot glare.

Whoops.

I thought it would turn to run, but instead, it lowered its massive antlers and let out a loud commanding snort.

Double whoops.

The deer suddenly seemed twice the size as he had only a few moments ago, and I saw his shoulders, neck, and back legs tense as he pushed himself forward through the river water. His movement caused the water to churn as it pooled around him, and I lowered my spear as my heart skipped a beat.

For a second, all I saw was a hundred antler spikes, but then I jumped to my left and stabbed my spear forward. My timing had been perfect, and the point of the spear took the giant stag right behind the right shoulder. The spear jerked back in my hands, and I pushed the butt of the weapon down into the ankle-deep water. My weapon anchored on the riverbed there, and the stag let out a bellow of agony as its momentum forced the spear deeper into its chest.

I twisted out of the way as the stag tried to take my head off with its antlers. Fortunately, the spikes all missed me. Unfortunately, the combination of twisting and turning through the water caused my boots to catch up with each other, and I tripped over myself. I fell down into the shallow part of the river, and the icy current filled my lungs as I tried to kick myself away from the thrashing stag.

I choked on water, twisted through the current, and then stomped down against the bottom. My motion shot me up to my feet a good two yards from where the stag was thrashing, and I yanked my stone axe from my belt.

The deer was grunting urgently as it bucked its head, but each movement seemed to drive the spear deeper into its chest. It was obvious to me that the stag had a mortal wound, but it didn’t seem to realize it was dying, and it turned to face me again. The creature’s glare was full of dark hatred, and I realized that the stag actually did understand that it was about to die.

It just wanted to take me to hell with it.

I dove to my left as it charged at me once more. The spear was still partially stuck in the mud of the river, and the weapon’s long shaft probably saved my life by preventing the stag from charging at me as fast as it normally would.

I landed in the icy water again, rolled over like a spinning log, and then came up with a gasp of shock. The deer was trying to shake the spear free, and now the weapon looked like it was actually about to tear loose from the stag’s chest.

I thought about running, or maybe diving back into the river to escape the thing until it bled to death, but that meant the stag would die a slow and painful death. I had intended to kill it quickly, and I didn’t want to torture it.

Before I could think about what I was actually doing, I sprinted forward, raised my axe high over my head and then slammed it down on the back part of the stag’s skull. My weapon dug surprisingly deep into the creature’s bone, and it fell into the shallow water instantly.

“Damn,” I gasped with a surprise. I had hoped that my axe chop would take out the stag, but there had also been a bit of doubt in my mind. I pushed my boot into the stomach of the deer to make sure he wasn’t playing dead like some sort of crazy deer-possum, but it didn’t move, and the realization that I’d actually hunted and killed the thing filled my chest with warm pride.

“Alright,” I said as I turned my head to Bob. “I’m gonna need your help over here, big guy.”

The large parasaur was munching on some ferns where I had left him, and he looked over to me with what I could have sworn was a lazy eye roll.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know you are tired. You’ve been working hard for the last few days. I get it. I’ve been working hard too.” I pushed my axe back into my belt, yanked my spear out of the stag’s flank, and then tossed the weapon onto the shore so that both of my hands were free. Then I grabbed the massive array of antlers and began to pull the carcass out of the water.

The sucker was heavy, and he probably would have been impossible for me to drag across dry land, but the water and river stones were pretty smooth, and I was able to get him to the shore with only a few minutes of work. Bob was waiting there for me, and the parasaur nuzzled the side of my head when I took a moment to catch my breath.

“Awww,” I said as I scratched under his chin. “You’re a good guy, Bob. I’m glad we are friends.”

Bob let out a short low toot, and I replied with a chuckle as I pointed down to the stag. “We are going to be heroes when we get this back to the women. You think you can pick it up? It’s heavy, but look at these guns.” I reached my arm way up to tap on Bob’s biceps. “You are so strong! I bet you can lift the stag up with one arm.”

Bob let out a toot that sounded a lot like “Yeah, whatever, dude. You don’t have to butter me up anymore. I’ll carry your breakfast back home,” and then he bent down lower on his front arms so he could scoop them under the carcass. He didn’t even grunt, or hiss, or give any indication that the load was hard for him. He just stood up on his back legs.

And I swore he kind of smirked at me.

“You are such a joker,” I said as I grabbed my spear, reached up to his knee, hung on to the top curve, pulled myself up, and then climbed the rest of the way onto the saddle. “Just like the real Bob Hope. He was a comedian, you know.”

Bob let out two quick toots and then turned around to walk away from the shore of the river.

“Oh? You do know? What is your favorite one-liner? How about movie?”

Bob tooted and then shook his head.

“Fancy Pants? For real?” I asked, and Bob half snorted and half tooted.

“Oh, don’t get me wrong, Lucille Ball is great. I just thought you were going to say The Ghost Breakers.”

Bob made a low toot and started to pick up speed a bit so that he was kind of power walking.

“Me? Jeeze. That’s a tough one. Probably My Favorite Spy.”

Bob tooted and then shook his head a bit.

“What? Come on man. Hedy Lamarr? She’s gorgeous. Reminds me of Trel. She’s also a genius like Trel. Hedy invented the radio technology that we use in cell phones. Did you know that?”

Bob tooted and picked up a bit more speed so that he was actually jogging. His speed created a bit of a breeze, and it cut through my soaking wet clothes like an ice dagger.

“The movies are all pretty fun. I even like the bad ones,” I said over the breeze as Bob cut through the giant redwoods toward our new camp.

He made a tooting noise that sounded like a question, then he followed it up with a short and higher pitched one.

“I used to watch those movies with my parents,” I replied. “That’s how I know about them.” The words stung in my throat as soon as I said them, and Bob let out a melancholy toot.

“Yeah. It’s alright, Bob. I have a new family now, and I’m going to take care of them.”

He let out what sounded like a happy toot, and we broke through the tree line and into the clearing that surrounded our new camp walls. The sun was just starting to peak over the tops of the massive redwoods, and the valley we called home was filled with a golden light.

Bob ran toward the gate without me ordering him, and he paused at the gate doors where my three triceratops sentries, Tom, Nicole, and Katie, were waiting. The three trikes were alert, but they rested down on their bellies like dogs that were waiting for their master to throw a ball.

I jumped down from Bob and walked over to the gates. They were a bit too heavy to lift by myself, but Nicole stood up, set one of her spikes under the wood of the first door, and then lifted while I kind of moved it to the side. Nicole helped me move the other one, and then Bob ambled through after he gave a toot that sounded a lot like “Thanks, gang.”

Once he was through, we moved the gates back, and then I jumped on Bob and made the short trip across the new grassy courtyard and to the inner walls of our original fort. Once we were there, I jumped off again, and walked under Hope’s doggie door style gate. The smaller parasaur was sitting in her pen, and she let out a softly whispered toot when she saw me.

“Hey girl,” I said as I scratched her chin and nose. “They still asleep?”

Hope let out another soft toot that sounded like confirmation, but then I heard someone walking up behind me.

“Hey, Sheela,” I said as I turned to the tall, athletic woman. Her tattered bikini barely covered her breasts, but I was getting better at not ogling them.

“Where did you go?” she asked.

“I got some water, but--”

“Without me?” She raised an eyebrow over one of her yellow-gold cat eyes.

“I’m a big boy,” I said with a laugh, but then I shivered, and her expression turned into one of concern.

“You are wet?” she asked as she reached to touch my long sleeved khaki shirt.

“Yeah, I fell in the river,” I said as the chill suddenly sank into my bones. My teeth started chattering.

“It is warm inside the hut, you should take your wet clothes off and go rest. Your body needs sleep.”

“I can’t,” I said. “I have something to show you.” I gestured for her to follow me out of the gate, and I was rewarded by a very un-stoic-like gasp from the cat-woman.

“How did you--”

“I killed it with my spear and axe.” I couldn’t quite keep the smile from my face even though I was really starting to shiver.

“Impressive,” Sheela said. I couldn’t tell if the hunger in her eyes was meant for me or the big slab of breakfast, lunch, and dinner I’d just brought back. I knew Sheela would appreciate skilled hunting more than any of the other women, so I was glad I had been able to show her first.

“So, I can’t go to sleep,” I said. “I have to skin this, gut it, and--”

“I will do it,” she said. “You were supposed to sleep all night. You have not slept for many days.”

“I’m fine,” I said, but my body seemed to disagree with me, and I shivered again. This time my teeth actually chattered.

“Please go into the hut, remove those wet clothes, and sleep,” Sheela said. “Allow me to be your wife and tend to this meat while you rest. Then, once you wake, I will have a feast prepared for you.” I could see the desire in her eyes, and I knew that I didn’t want to fight this minor battle with her. Yeah, I could have stood my ground and not gone back to sleep, but the chill in my body really was making me feel tired, and I didn’t think I’d even be able to help her cut up the carcass with my hands shaking as bad as they were.

“Alright,” I said. “Wake me up in a few hours though. Got it?”

“Yes, Victor,” she agreed, and then I turned away from her to walk under the door and into the hut.

The inside of our shelter was only about eight feet in diameter, and it was a really tight fit with the low burning fire in the middle. Trel and Galmine slept on one side where I normally would have laid, and the two new tribe members rested on the other. The silver-skinned woman refused to tell me her name last night, and the green-scaled woman had been so in shock that she hadn’t talked either. They both were sleeping next to each other, with Jinx curled up beside the spider-woman. I quickly stripped down to my underwear and crawled down on the mat between Trel and Galmine.

“Where did you go?” Trel whispered in my ear as soon as I lay beside her, and I felt one of her claw-like fingers gently caress the skin on my back.

“I went hunting and caught us some red meat,” I whispered.

“Ohhh,” she muttered. “Yum. You are quite an excellent provider, Victor.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Hmmm,” she sighed, and I felt her face press into the back of my neck. Then the ebony-haired spider-woman inhaled deeply and fell back asleep.

I joined her only a few moments later.
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Chapter 2

“Victor?” Sheela asked in a whispered voice, and I felt her fingers stroke my face.

“Huh? What?” I muttered as I tried to shake free of the deep sleep that clung to me. Almost as soon as I spoke the words, I felt myself drift back into the nothingness of exhaustion.

Damn. I was really fucking tired. I felt more tired than I had a few hours ago when I had hunted the stag.

“It is almost lunchtime,” her voice was a soft purr that didn’t really tug me from my stupor. “Galmine and I have slowly cooked the stag meat all morning.”

“Just five more minutes,” I said with a sigh, but then I opened my eyes anyway so that I could look at her. Although I had just seen her a few hours ago, I still needed to catch my breath when my eyes drank in her beauty.

“I tried to wake you earlier, but you were sleeping deeply.” Sheela’s face was only a few inches from mine, and her mouth upturned into a careful smile as soon as she saw my eyes open. I saw the sharp points of her canine teeth point out from the top of her full lips, and I reached up my hand to stroke back some of her blonde hair from her face. Her skin looked almost human, but she had a thin layer of peach-colored hair coming from her follicles.

Other parts of her looked human as well. Her yellowish eyes were perfectly sized for her face, but the pupils were distinctly cat-like. Her hands looked like human ones, except her nails were sharpened claws that probably could have torn the flesh from my bone. Her breasts were a perfect round shape and her arms, shoulders, stomach, hips, and legs were toned to a muscular, but still feminine, state of perfection.

Sheela was absolutely stunning in every way, and the cheetah-like spots of fur on her shoulders and cat-like attributes just added to her exotic appeal.

“You are staring at me,” she whispered as her cheeks flushed a bit.

“Just thinking about how lucky I am,” I replied.

“To be alive?”

“Well, that,” I said with a chuckle, “but more that you are in my life. I would have never thought a woman like you would be into a guy like me.” My hand continued to stroke her hair back, and her fingers slid across my chest so they could cup my cheek.

“Why would you think that?” she asked.

“I dunno,” I sighed. “I wasn’t much of a catch back home. Guys like me don’t normally land supermodel lovers.”

“I do not understand what a supermodel is,” she said, “but you are strong, clever, handsome, and charming. On this world, you have protected us and demonstrated your worth countless times.”

We stared at each other for a few moments, and her cheeks turned a bit redder when my hands moved to her narrow waist.

“I like it when you blush,” I finally said.

“I feel foolish,” she whispered, “but I cannot help it around you, Victor.”

“Sooooo,” I said as realized that we were alone in our small hut. “Where is everyone else? Did they eat?” I could hear Trel speaking off in the distance, but her voice was just a whisper carried on the wind, and I figured she was by the new doorway.

“Galmine, Kacerie, and Trel are giving our new tribe members a tour,” Sheela said. “We are waiting for you to eat lunch. I believed you would be upset if you slept through most of the day, so I came to wake you.” Her eyes stared deep into mine.

“You did good,” I said as I moved my hands from her hair, cupped her chin, and pulled her down to my lips.

We kissed softly for a few moments, and she let out a purr that traveled from her mouth, down my throat, into my belly, and caused my dick to harden. I was no longer half asleep.

“I wish to please you,” she sighed when our kiss broke.

“You do,” I said as I glanced down her bikini-clad body. “I think you deserve a reward.”

“A reward?” she raised a puzzled eyebrow, but then she almost immediately let out a soft laugh. “They are right at the gate, and will be expecting lunch soon--”

“No, Sheela,” I interrupted her. “You will do as I say. Pull down my underwear.”

“Yes, Victor.” Her eyes glowed from the light coming through our hut’s entrance.

The blonde woman's fingers moved down my stomach, and I rested my head on my hands while I watched her pull my Fruit of the Looms over my penis. As soon as she was done, I lifted my hips a bit, and she pulled them completely off.

“Straddle me and put me inside you,” I ordered.

“Yes, Victor.” Her breaths were coming out in ragged gasps, and she quickly swung her leg over my hips. Once she was in position, she used the fingers of her right hand to pull aside her bikini bottom and the fingers of her left to guide me into her.

We both gasped when we were joined, and her eyes closed as she rolled her hips a bit so that I penetrated her deeper. Neither one of us moved for a few moments, and I realized that she was waiting for me to tell her what to do.

“Ride me, Sheela,” I ordered.

“Yes, Victor,” she replied as she began.

“You like it when I tell you what to do?” I asked.

“Yes, Victor,” she sighed as her eyes opened to stare into mine.

“Good,” I sighed as I forced my hands to stay behind my head. I really wanted to grab her waist and slam her down on me, but I had done all the work last time we made love, so this time I was going to see how she liked it the other way around.

“Faster, Sheela,” I instructed after she’d set the pace for a few minutes.

“Yyyeeessss, Victorrrrr,” she moaned as she moved quicker.

“You were hoping this would happen,” I said. “That is why you came in here alone to wake me up while the others were busy.”

“Yessss, Victor,” she gasped, and I could feel her body start to twitch as she pushed herself down on me.

“Don’t climax yet,” I said. “Wait for me.”

“Y-y-yes, Victor,” she groaned through gritted teeth as her eyes burned into mine.

The pleasure of our love-making was unbelievable, but what was almost crazier was how I had gotten here. Just a few months ago I’d been on Earth, working a job with the Los Angeles Animal Control Center. Yeah, I was a dog catcher, but I’d been a really damn good one, and I’d been pretty happy with my job, even if my life needed a bunch of work.

Then I was picked up by aliens, given special cyber eyes, and put on some sort of crazy dinosaur world with a bunch of other humanoid species. For the last six weeks, I’d helped three beautiful alien women survive against impossible odds, built a fort to protect them, and fallen in love with each of them.

It almost seemed like a dream, but the beautiful woman pleasuring herself with my body was entirely real, and the feelings we had for each other were amazing. Sheela had never seemed happy, but I knew it was because she had never been with someone who respected and cared for her. I did, and watching her accept the physical process of our love made me beyond happy.

“Okay,” I gasped as I felt my body began to buck out of my control. “You can climax with me.”

“Yes, Victor. Yesssss.” Her voice turned into a growl, and our bodies twisted together as we orgasmed.

Afterward, she lay against my chest and let out long sighs of contentment. I could still hear Trel talking, but her voice sounded farther away than when Sheela had first awoken me, and I guessed they were making a long walk around the inside of the wall.

Thoughts about what we had built in the last few days reminded me of the work I still had to do, and I traced my fingers down Sheela’s back before I squeezed her amazingly tight ass.

“It’s probably time to eat,” I said.

“Yes,” she agreed with another sigh.

“I didn’t really get a chance to talk to our two new friends. Did you speak to them when they woke up?”

“A bit,” Sheela said. “The woman with the silver-hair that floats off the ground is named Liahpa. The other woman seems to be mute.”

“Mute?” I asked. “She can’t talk?” I thought back to last night and realized that the strange woman with the green scales and gems on her forehead hadn’t spoken when we rescued her.

“It appears so,” Sheela shrugged, sighed, and then sat up from my chest. Her long hair fell down over her face, and I moved to push it back over her shoulder before I let my hand trace down the front of her chest.

“I guess I should go introduce myself. I didn’t get much of a chance to last night, and they weren’t awake when I went back to bed this morning.”

“You were tired last night,” Sheela said. “I was surprised to find you had gone out hunting this morning.”

“You looked even more surprised that I got that big stag,” I said as I smiled at her.

“Yes,” she said. “You impress me every day, Victor. Last night was no exception. It was a good decision not to answer any of Liahpa’s questions after you had saved her and the green-scaled woman.”

“Yeah,” I said as I thought again to last night. “I’ll need to talk to them.” I lifted up my hips, slid my underwear back up, and then moved to grab the rest of my clothes. I had laid them by the fire, and they were dry and smoky smelling now. We were all kind of stinky from not bathing and showering for six weeks, and even though the women’s bodies all smelled good to me, I was conscious that I was probably stinky to them.

The sun outside was warm when we exited the hut, but there was a bit of a cold breeze in the air. The wind brought the scent of pine needles from the nearby redwoods, and it made me think the temperatures were soon going to get colder. On the one hand, it would be a welcome change from the sweltering heat, but on the other hand, cold weather meant that we’d have to do a better job with our housing, and it could make food harder to come by.

The “doggie-door” to our small circle fort was propped open with a short log, and I smelled the scent of cooking meat coming through from the other side of the wall. I followed my nose and walked under the doggie door and into the new courtyard of our territory. The much taller and thicker posts were set stoutly in the distance, and my eyes were drawn to the trio of triceratops posted at our makeshift gate.

Tom, Katie, and Nicole lounged peacefully there, but the three of them seemed to sense my exit from the hut, and they turned around to stare at me. I still didn’t know exactly how my taming powers worked, but I sent them a command that let them know they could continue to relax, and the trio turned back around to face the gate.

“Wow, what is this?” I said as I gestured to the array of meat cooking on the ground beside the inner wall of our fort. The various large pieces looked to be resting on hot rocks, and even though the venison was sizzling, I couldn’t see any smoke.

“It was Trel’s idea,” Sheela explained as she gestured to five holes dug in the ground some three feet from where the meat cooked. “She said she had an idea for making a fire that didn’t have any smoke, so she tried this. It works very well.”

“Yeah,” I said as I bent to inspect the holes. They looked like air intakes, and I realized Trel had built the fires underground. The fragrant meat was cooking on rocks that were covering the holes where the fires actually were, and the air was getting sucked in through this side passage. It was all sorts of genius, but that was usual for Trel.

I heard the spider-woman’s voice off to our left, so Sheela and I each grabbed spears and walked around the smaller inner walls until we saw the group of women standing in the middle of the field some fifty feet from us. The beautiful black-haired woman was gesturing with her clawed hands to the four other women, but she waved to us as soon as she saw us.

“Victor!” she called out, and the others turned. I noticed both Kacerie and Galmine smile when they saw me, but the floating woman with silver skin crossed her arms and it appeared as if her red eyes narrowed.

“Hey,” I said when the group walked over to us.

“Good morning, Victor!” Galmine said as she gave me a hug. “Did you rest well?”

“Yeah.” I returned her hug, gave her a quick kiss, and then flashed my eyes over to Liahpa. “We didn’t really get a chance to talk last night. I’m Victor and--”

“I understand,” the woman said as she hugged her arms tighter around her small breasts. “You are a male.”

“Uhh, yeah. I told you that a few times last night.” I shot a questioning look at Trel, Kacerie, and Galmine.

“She has no men on her world,” Kacerie said with a shrug. “Can you imagine?”

“I can,” Trel said quickly. “Men are sooo idiotic that-- well, Victor is not, but I can understand why a society would do away with all its males if they didn’t need them to reproduce.”

“Soooo uhhh yeah,” I said as I turned back to Liahpa. “I guess that’s why the sight of me is freaking you out more than the sight of giant lizards.”

“Correct,” the silver-woman said as she narrowed her red eyes at me. “Your… friends have been updating me on this situation on this planet and have spoken to me a bit about their own worlds. I apologize if I came across as rude last night, but I am still in a state of shock.” Her voice still had that strange echo-like tone. It was really pretty and reminded me of a choir singing.

“I can understand,” I said. “We’ve all taken a bit of time to adjust to being on this world. The good news is that we’ve done most of the hard work with building a fort that can protect us from the dinosaurs.”

“I understand,” Liahpa said as her hair seemed to twist up against gravity, “but I was more speaking to your presence. On my world, men were known as horrific monsters that captured and raped women to beget children.”

“Uhhh, yeah,” I said as I glanced down to her arms. She was obviously uncomfortable standing even ten feet from me, and I tried to think of a way I could relieve some of her tension. “We should all eat. There is a lot to talk about, and the food is cooking.”

“Victor isn’t like that,” Galmine said. “He is very kind, gentle, and a wonderful lover.”

“So you say,” Liahpa said as her piercing red gaze seemed to push through me.

“How did your people reproduce without men?” Sheela asked as we all moved around the fires.

“Our scientists crafted sperm using DNA from males,” Liahpa answered without taking her eyes off me. “I don’t know exactly how it worked, but they added random traits to ensure no dilution of our gene pool. When a woman was ready for a young girl offspring to raise, she would be inseminated in a facility.”

“So, you’ve never met a man? Like ever?” Kacerie asked as she helped Galmine move the meat onto clay plates and pass them around.

“No,” Liahpa replied. “They are the stuff of myths, told to keep children afraid of what happens when they let masculinity run rampant.”

“Ohhh boyyy,” I said under my breath as the rest of the women looked at me. Even Trel seemed as if she was a few words away from rolling her eyes, and I guessed that I was probably going to have a problem getting the silver-woman to follow my orders.

“If you keep your distance from me, I won’t hurt you,” Liahpa said as she uncrossed her arms to take a plate of food from Galmine.

“Hurt Victor?” Trel growled. “What did you just say?”

“He is dangerous--”

“You are an idiot!” Trel threw up her hands, and her spider legs drummed across the ground behind her. “You would be dead without his help. Maybe the men on your world are dangerous, but this man is a blessing.”

“He is a man. They are all the same.” Liahpa’s strange voice took on a slight edge, and Sheela’s body tensed beside me.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said as I tried to calm down the group of women. They all turned to me, and I forced a smile to my face. “Look, Liahpa, I have no intention of hurting you, or raping you, or whatever. I would like your help around our campsite, and I will do my best to make you feel comfortable. Did anyone teach you how to pull up your Eye-Q? Can you tell us what your abilities are?”

“Yes,” the woman said as she looked to Trel and blinked. “My strength is 10, my movement is 10, my stamina is 10, and my ability is Mass.”

“Holy shit,” I gasped. “Ten? For real?”

The floating woman’s body was crazy hot and toned. Her bare-midriff-superhero looking jumpsuit accented all of her muscles, and I could clearly see the veins of her washboard abs where the suit didn’t cover.

“Yes,” she answered as she looked at the other startled women. “Why? Is that low?”

“No,” Sheela said. “You are very strong, I have only 8’s in strength and movement, and only 4-- well, now 5 in stamina.”

“Or maybe you are just weak?” Liahpa said.

Sheela frowned slightly, but before she could speak, Liahpa waved her hand and smiled. “I jest, of course. I am strong because of my occupation.”

“What is that?” Kacerie asked.

“Occupation? It is like a job.” Liahpa shrugged as she picked up a smoking piece of venison and tore off a chunk with her perfectly white teeth.

“Ugh,” Kacerie sighed with exacerbation. “I know that. What did you do?”

“I am a Lifter,” she said. “Professional. One of the best. Well, some say I am the best, and perhaps they are correct. My team has been the undefeated champions since my rookie year.”

“Sports?” I asked.

“Yes,” she answered cautiously as if she really didn’t want to talk to me. “Do any of your worlds have lift ball?”

“No,” I said as I shook my head and took a plate of food from Kacerie. “But I’d be interested in learning how you play it.”

“What are sports?” Galmine asked with her usual smile.

“Competitive activity,” Trel answered. “On my world, males use it as an excuse to beat each other up.”

“It’s not for men,” Liahpa said as she shook her head. “Lift ball is a game of strength, speed, and strategy. Two teams of six each must--”

“I’m already bored,” Trel groaned. “Your ball lifting game sounds terrible.”

“I just listened to you blab on about your fucking wall for the last two hours,” Liahpa said. “You can--”

“Our wall is important,” Trel cut her off again with a wave of her black fingers. “The sweaty game you played on your home world because you didn’t have any men is not.”

“Okay!” I said as I rested my hand on Trel’s shoulder. “I can see we are all learning to get along. Liahpa, do you know what your Mass ability does?”

“I have no idea,” the floating silver woman answered after she finished chewing a bite of venison. “And at this point, I don’t think I care to even tell you what I think it might do.”

“Fair enough,” I said as I finally took a bite of my own meat. Even though we didn’t have any sort of seasoning, just tasting something that wasn’t orange bird was wonderful. My stomach growled with agreement, and I had to fight the urge to devour my entire portion in a few dinosaur inspired gulps. There was plenty of meat, and I could afford to take my time and enjoy it.

“Yes,” Trel said as she looked at the silver-woman. “You have already violated the rules of our tribe, so maybe you should just leave.”

“Rules of our tribe?” I asked. The spider-woman’s words stopped my train of thought, and I turned to her.

“Yes,” Trel said as she cleared her throat. “First rule is that Victor is the boss, and you do what he tells you to do.”

“I do not follow men. They are evil and any--” Liahpa started to say.

“Second rule,” Trel interrupted her. “I am Victor’s wife. Therefore, you should also do whatever I say.”

Kacerie, Liahpa, and I all groaned in unison, but Trel didn’t seem to notice.

“Third rule is that--”

“Trel,” I said, and she actually paused to look at me. “Let me talk for a bit.”

“Of course,” she said with a knowing nod toward Liahpa. “I follow the rules.”

“I feel like you just made those up this morning,” Kacerie said, but Trel didn’t reply, and I cleared my throat so everyone looked at me.

“Okay, Liahpa, I get that you aren’t used to being around men, but this is our camp, and if you want to stay, you are going to have to deal with me being around you. I’ll do my best to make you comfortable, but I’m sure Trel told you that you aren’t going to be going home anytime soon.”

“Yes,” Liahpa said as she glared at the black-haired beauty. “She told me that many times.”

“Right,” I said. “We could use your help around the camp. We have tons of shit to do.”

“What if I don’t want to be part of a group of spineless women enslaved by the patriarchy?” Liahpa asked as she glanced down at her now empty plate.

“Then you can walk out the gate and go setup your own fort,” I said as I pointed toward where the three trikes sat. “I don’t really give a fuck.”

My words were true. I’d been through this before with Trel, and then Kacerie. I was done placating women who didn’t respect me. This was my fort, and newcomers were going to do what I told them to do, or they could leave.

Silence fell for a few moments as I stared into the woman’s red eyes. Her face was almost angelic, and the silver sheen of her skin combined with her floating hair in a way that made her seem to be the most alien of all the women standing around me. Even the other woman with the green skin and gems on her head seemed more human because she still appeared beholden to the effects of gravity.

“I am joking a bit about the patriarchy reference,” Liahpa said at last, and a half smile came to her lips. “I’ll admit that I’m thrown off by your presence. The last one of my people to ever see a man was in my great, great, great, great grandmother’s age, and I’ve lived my whole life thinking that men are evil and the stuff of legends. Obviously, you are not. You did save us from the four black feathered creatures, you brought us here to your home, and you are feeding me from the food you just hunted yourself. I’ve treated you a bit unfairly, but I would like to stay. Will you accept my apology?”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, and I actually did feel a bunch of relief. I was fine with her leaving, but the Eye-Q stats she read off were really intriguing, and I wanted her on my team.

I turned to the green scaled woman that had stood silently by while we all talked, and she focused her white-reptilian eyes on my face. The woman was a strange combination of slender runway model and lizard, with sparkling gems on her forehead and temples. I couldn’t tell if the gems were jewelry that had been attached to her scales, or if they were actually part of her body. She almost looked human, except for the green color of her skin and hair, the jewels on her face, and her long pointed elf ears.

“Hi, I’m Victor,” I said as I extended my hand toward her. “They say you can’t speak. Is that correct?”

The green-skinned woman looked down to my hand and then back up to my eyes. I kind of expected her to be confused by my hand, but she set her plate on the grass, hesitantly reached out, and wrapped her fingers around mine. Her hand was proportioned like a human’s, but her skin was green scales. I was surprised by how soft it felt.

“You can’t talk?” I asked, and she looked back up from my hand and into my eyes before she shook her head.

“That’s okay,” I said. “We can really use your help around the camp. Will you help us?”

She nodded, and her long green hair bounced across the shoulders of her low cut blouse. The garment was frilly, and I found my eyes stray down to where her breasts formed perfect cleavage. She really was crazy-strangely beautiful, and I was having trouble keeping my eyes off her scale covered breasts and slender hips. I finally focused on her eyes and did my best to ignore how predatory they looked.

“I would like to know your name,” I said. “But if you can’t talk, I’m not sure how we can figure it out.”

“We should just call her what we feel like calling her,” Trel scoffed. “How about Green Scaled Woman?”

“Awww,” Galmine said. “That name isn’t pretty at all, and she is very beautiful. How about Emerald?”

“I like it,” I said as I turned to the green-haired woman. She nodded, and a slight smile came to her very human looking and very full lips.

“So, it will probably be hard to figure out what your ability is,” I realized we were still holding hands, and I released my grasp. Emerald didn’t though, and her white reptilian eyes continued to stare at my face.

“She has fingers,” Sheela said. “She can indicate what her strength, speed, and stamina are.”

Emerald nodded and then she raised her left hand as she continued to hold mine with her right. Then she flashed three of her fingers, then four, and then two.

“That’s helpful,” I said as I wiggled my hand a bit. “Do you know what your ability does?”

Emerald nodded and then her smile faded from her pretty face. She tilted her head a bit so that her hair fell away from her neck, and then her body started to blur as if she was vibrating really fast.

“Whoa,” I said as I looked down at where we held hands. Her grip didn’t waver on my fingers, and it didn’t feel like she was shaking, so I guessed that I was seeing some sort of optical illusion.

Almost as soon as it started, her blur of motion stopped, and we all gasped with surprise. There were now two Emeralds standing side-by-side, and they both fixed me with their strange white eyes.

“She can create a duplicate?” Sheela asked.

“Looks like it,” I said as I glanced down at our hands again.

“It’s a neat trick,” Trel said, “but I don’t see how it will be useful to have an optical illusion that--” her words cut short when the second Emerald took a small step toward me and moved her hand up to my face.

Then I felt her fingers run through my hair.

“Uhh, this isn’t an illusion,” I gasped as Emerald continued to stroke my scalp. The first one let go of my hand and then she stepped to the opposite side of me and began to touch my beard with her fingers.

“Huh,” Trel said as she reached out to touch one of Emerald’s arms. Sheela reached for the other Emerald, and then my two lovers glanced at each other once they had touched her.

“You have cloned yourself?” I asked the first Emerald, and they both shrugged. The gems were still on her face, so I guessed they were part of her body, and not jewelry that she had attached.

“How many can you create?” Sheela asked, and the scaled-woman raised a single finger.

“That could be because she is level 1,” I said, and I was a bit surprised when Emerald nodded to me.

“This could be really useful,” Kacerie said. “It would be like having an extra body around camp. Emerald, is this permanent?”

One of the duplicate women bit her lip as if she was considering how to answer the question, then she made a slight shrug.

“You don’t know?” I asked, and she nodded. “But can you, ummm, cancel it, so there is just one of you agai--”

Before I could finish asking my question, the newly made Emerald let out a soft gasp. We turned to her, and her scales began to turn a brown color. I watched in horror as her body darkened to black, bent over, and then seemed to shrivel. She kind of shrunk in size till she was about three quarters as tall as she once was, and then her scale color changed again to gray before pieces of her limbs started to crumble like ash. Then she collapsed on herself as if she was a sandcastle that just tumbled under its own weight.

“That was creepy,” Kacerie said, and it was exactly what I was thinking.

“Can you see what your… uhh clone sees?” I asked, and the green-scaled woman nodded.

“All the sensations?” Kacerie asked. “Do you control both of your bodies at--”

Emerald took her hand away from where she stroked my beard, shook her head, and then waved her hand. Then she pushed the palms of her hands together and opened her eyes wide. We watched her move her hands apart, and she closed her eyes as soon as her palms weren’t touching. Then she closed one of her hands into a fist, opened her eyes, and brought her hands back together.

“I have no idea what that means,” Kacerie sighed.

“I think I get it,” I said as Emerald turned her eyes to me. “When she makes a clone, she can’t really see, hear, or feel whatever it does, but when she turns it into dust, or whatever, then she knows what the clone experienced during the time they were apart.”

Emerald smiled at me slightly and then made a quick nod.

“Hmmm,” Sheela said. “That could be very useful for scouting missions.”

“Yeah,” I said as my mind spun with the various possibilities. “Is there a max distance you two can be apart?” I asked the green-woman, but she shrugged and then crouched down in a perfect squat so that she could pick up her plate of venison again.

“I wonder if her kind already have a limited form of this power,” Kacerie said, and we all turned to her.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“My species all have Lance,” she said, “but the time in-between when I can use it seems to have decreased. How about you all?”

“No,” Trel scoffed. “I am unique amongst my…” her voice trailed off, and her fingers came up to tap on her full red lips. “Hmmm.”

“Didn’t you say your people built space yachts?” I asked. “Do they also craft amazing buildings and structures?”

“Yes,” Trel finally admitted. “We have twisting spiral buildings that reach up almost to the atmosphere, underground tunnels that pass through the magma of our planet, and space yachts that can travel to the ends of our solar system in only a few weeks. Now that I think about it, the women of my species are great builders.”

“The women?” Liahpa asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yes,” Trel said with a wiggle of her long black claw-fingers. “The men on my planet are a bunch of idiots. Alas, we still need them for procreation and grunt labor.”

“My kind has eliminated the male gender,” Liahpa said. “If your people were as--”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Trel interrupted her. “It sounds like your people have it all figured out, except for one thing.”

“What is that?” Liahpa asked as her eyes narrowed.

“Sex with a man feels really good,” Trel laughed and then gestured to me. “Especially with Victor.”

“We have plenty of sex,” Liahpa scoffed. “In fact, two women--”

“Stop,” I said, and the floating silver-woman paused mid-sentence, turned, and looked at me with shock clear on her beautiful face. “We can talk about our sex lives later. Right now, we are discussing how our powers work. Then we need to talk about our plans for the next few days. We have a lot of shit to do, and we all need to get the correct marching orders.”

“I was just pointing out that--”

“And if you want to leave our camp you may,” I interrupted her again and then gestured to our gate. “I won’t stop you. I don’t want to be a dick about this, but I have a hundred things to go over with everyone so we can survive. If you want to talk about your sex life, you can do it when you are working on one of the tasks I assigned you.”

Liahpa and I stared at each other for a few seconds, and then she nodded and sighed heavily. “Very well, Victor.”

“Now, tell me about your people,” I said. “Do they have any special powers? We need to figure out what Mass does.”

“How do you determine if a trait is special?” Liahpa asked. “My kind just do what they can do.”

“The rest of us can talk about ours,” I said. “Then you might be able to figure out what it is. You are floating off the ground, and it is called Mass, so I’m guessing it has something to do with gravity.” I turned to Sheela and raised an eyebrow.

“My kind are warriors and fighters,” she said as she turned to Liahpa and Emerald. “Most of us are skilled with all melee and ranged weapons. It makes sense that my ability is Critical Strike. I am able to do an attack that causes a lot of damage to my target.”

“Galmine?” I asked.

“All my people grow plants,” she said with her usual cheerful smile. “The weather of my world is very cold and windy. There isn’t much sun, but we have a way with farming.”

“And mine…” my voice trailed off as I thought about humans. “We practically evolved side-by-side with animals. We trained creatures we called wolves to hunt with us, then we trained oxen to pull our wagons. Then we rode horses, so I am able to tame the dinosaurs. Huh. Does this mean that our abilities were determined by our race?”

“Perhaps our captors took the best representation of each of our species for this world,” Trel mused.

“Ha. I’m hardly the best at Lance.” Kacerie crossed her arms and frowned.

“How do you know?” Trel asked. “How many people have you killed with your ability?”

“I’ve never killed anyone,” Kacerie answered with a shrug.

“So, you could possess the best ability of your species,” Trel said. “Of course, I am the smartest and most gifted of all my kind, so it makes sense that our captors would have taken me here.”

“I’m not saying you are wrong, Trel,” I said as I smiled at her. “You are really damn smart, but I don’t think I’m really the best animal handler or trainer out of all my species. There is a guy with a television show named Cesar Millan. He can train dogs to do whatever he wants. There are also plenty of professional animal trainers that get paid lots of money to train horses or even big predator cats for circuses.”

“But you don’t know for sure,” Trel said. “You might have had the potential to be the best. Or maybe all the others are just too old and ugly.”

“I don’t know what being old or ugly would have to do with it,” Kacerie said.

“Well, look at us.” Trel gestured to our group. “We are all very attractive. We are all prime mating age, and we are all in good physical shape.”

“Are you hinting that our captors have put us here to breed?” Liahpa asked as she looked at me sideways.

“Might I speak?” Sheela asked before anyone could answer Liahpa.

“Yeah, go ahead,” I said as I smiled at the blonde woman.

“I have often hunted on my planet. We have vehicles, but my kind prefer to run, and we have often hunted in packs for social entertainment. I have always had a bit of a problem with these group hunts though.” Sheela let out a long sigh, and it seemed as if it was difficult for her to speak the words.

“Why?” I asked after she paused for a few seconds.

“I was better than everyone,” she said with a slight shrug. “I never hunted with males, but amongst the females, when I threw a spear, it traveled farther and always hit its mark. When I used a sling, I could kill a Tosura-beast with only one stone. When we axe hunted the Kiline birds, I would end up with ten or twenty times the meat as the next closest hunter. Eventually, the others grew tired of being in my shadow. I thought about downplaying my skills and abilities, but I felt it would be dishonorable to my family name and my own time investment in my training.”

“See? We are the best of our kind. It is simple.” Trel let out a laugh.

“How about you, Galmine?” I asked the stone-skinned woman.

“It is hard to know for sure if I had more talent with the earth than the others of my community,” she said as she bent down to hand a piece of venison to Jinx, who happily gobbled it up. “However, I never had a crop die.”

“Did others have crops die?” I asked.

“Oh yes,” she said with a shrug. “Everyone did but me, actually.”

“Further confirmation,” Trel said.

“Liahpa,” I said as I turned to the floating woman. “You said you were a professional lift ball player? You said you were one of the best?”

“Yes,” she answered me cautiously.

“And you were a… ‘lifter?’” I asked as I tried to remember what position she has said she played. “What is that?”

“The sport revolves around two teams of six who must move their weighted ball from one side of the field to the other.” Her red eyes seemed to glow as she spoke, and her hair waved urgently upward away from her shoulders as if she was swimming. “One member on each team carries a ball through the opponent’s side of the arena. Every yard closer to the goal line increases the weight of the ball. When a team moves with a ball past the goal line, they get a point addition depending on how many of the six were involved in the carrying process. If only one woman has lifted the ball the entire way, they score the most points possible: ten.”

“I’m guessing that is the ‘lifter’ position you played,” I said.

“Yes,” she answered.

“How much does the ball weigh when you carry it over the goal line?” I asked.

“About a thousand pounds,” she said.

“Damn,” I gasped as I appraised Liahpa’s athletic body again. She was definitely more feminine than a bulky bodybuilder, but I guessed she was shorter than Sheela, and her shoulders were narrower. She was really toned though, and her species might just be naturally strong.

“Does the other team do anything to prevent the lifter from moving the ball?” Sheela asked.

“Yes,” Liahpa replied. “They can’t shoulder check or trip the lifter, but they can push the escorts with their arms or shoulders.”

“I’m guessing you don’t float when you are holding the ball,” I said as I gestured to her feet. They floated a foot or so off the grass like she was Jean Grey from the X-Men. Her bodysuit even looked like something that comic book character would have worn.

“No, we have to run during the game,” she said. “I can’t actually float when I lift the ball, it is too heavy.”

“The game sounds intriguing,” Sheela said. “I will guess that you must divide the team into those who will escort the lifter and defend, and those who will do some sort of offensive movement.”

“Right,” Liahpa said. “Each team has a ball, and the teams often collide at the line of division. Or you can choose to try to sprint around and avoid a massive scrum in the middle. There are hundreds of different tactics like pass offs or carry assists.”

“You are passionate about it,” I said as I smiled at the silver-woman.

“Of course,” she replied as she gave me a guarded look.

“I understand,” I said. “We are all passionate about what we did back on our home worlds. That could also be a reason why our captors took us. I have an idea about your ability though.”

“Oh?” Liahpa asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s called Mass, and you were able to lift heavy objects on your world. I’m going to guess that you can make things lighter or heavier.”

“Hmmm,” she said as she looked at the other women.

“The spear?” Trel said as she pointed to the weapon I had leaned against the wall of the fort while we ate.

“Yeah,” I said as I held it up horizontally. “Touch the spear and see if you can make it heavier.”

“Of course the man is asking me to touch his spear,” she growled as she floated away from me with her arms crossed.

“Come on,” I sighed. “I don’t mean anything sexual by it.”

“I see you looking at my body,” she said. “I want to be part of this group, but you must understand the legends of man. You will start with some simple innuendos and then attempt to rape me.”

“You are an idiot,” Trel spat as she rolled her head back. “It is a piece of wood, not his penis. Besides, you would be lucky to enjoy his actual penis. Just try to make the damn spear heavy or lighter so we can see if that is how your power works.”

“Here,” Sheela said as she set her plate down and presented her own weapon to the floating woman. “I will continue to hold onto it and see if I notice a weight change.”

“Very well,” Liahpa said as she reached to touch the shaft of Sheela’s spear.

For a few seconds, nothing happened, but then I saw the spear begin to drift downward in Sheela’s arms.

“It is getting heavier,” the blonde woman said as I saw the veins in her biceps tense. “Much heavier.”

“Should I keep going?” Liahpa asked, but then Sheela grunted and the spear started to drift down so that she was holding it like an Olympic deadlifter.

“Yes,” Sheela hissed as her legs, ass, and back tensed.

“Damn, that looks heavy,” Kacerie said, but Sheela could only nod as her jaw tensed.

“Okay, I think we get it,” I said as the blonde woman began to tremble like a leaf in the wind. “Can you make it lighter?”

“I will try,” Liahpa replied, and Sheela’s body almost instantly seemed to relax. Soon she was lifting her spear back up in her arms, and the silver-woman was shaking her head.

“I am thinking about making it lighter,” Liahpa said.

“It does not feel lighter than when I first held it,” Sheela said.

“So, you can only make things heavier?” Kacerie asked.

“I don’t know how it works,” Liahpa replied with a shrug as she let go of the spear. “I’m a bit amazed that I made it heavier.”

“We should try for something already really heavy, so we can see if you can make it lighter.” I looked back toward the outside wall of the fort and saw a stack of five logs that had been left over from yesterday’s labor. “Let’s go try one of those fifteen-foot long logs.”

“Very well,” Liahpa said, and we all walked across the grass of the fort toward them.

“I will try to lift while you use your ability,” Sheela said as she grabbed onto one end of a massive log. The blonde woman wouldn’t have been able to lift it alone, but she still made an effort as Liahpa touched the wood.

For a few moments, Sheela strained against the log, but then she shook her head and relaxed as Liahpa shrugged.

“It seems as if I can only make things heavier,” the floating woman said.

“Damn,” Kacerie said. “Making things lighter would really help.”

“I did not pick this ability,” Liahpa said as her eyes narrowed at the pink-haired woman.

“I know,” Kacerie said as she waved her hands. “It’s just that we have to lift a ton of shit around here, and it is very tiring. Even with all the help Victor’s dinosaurs bring, I still feel like I am hitting the gym every day.”

“The ability to make items heavier is not as useful as the other way around,” Trel announced after she cleared her throat, and we all looked at her, “but it is still very useful.”

“How so?” Liahpa asked as she raised an eyebrow.

“I have already thought about various simple machines that use weight, pulleys, and fulcrums to build more structures. If you are able to make a stone or small block weigh a hundred times more, it will make the process very easy.” As Trel spoke, she raised both hands in the air with her palms upward and moved one lower as she raised the other.

“I get it,” I said. “Liahpa might also be able to help with the gate,” I said as I pointed to where the three trikes sat. “They will be harder for invaders to move if they weigh a lot more.”

“Invaders?” Liahpa asked, and her red eyes opened wide.

“Yeah,” I said. “We haven’t seen any yet, but we think there are other tribes of survivors out there. There is also a possibility that some of them are hostile.”

“I see,” she replied as she reached up to brush a strand of silver-hair that had fallen over her face. It stood back up as soon as she touched it, and I was briefly mesmerized by the sight of it all kind of floating above her. It really did look like she was standing in her own personal water bubble or something.

“Let’s go back to the fire and finish our meal,” I instructed the women, and we all returned, picked up our plates, and got a second serving of the venison. Each of the women thanked me for hunting the stag, and I felt a warm gush of pride in my chest.

“Why do you not eat the meat?” Liahpa asked Galmine as she cut me off a third large chunk of the venison.

“I prefer vegetables or fruit,” the gray-skinned woman said to the silver-skinned woman. “I have a few handfuls of berries in a pot in our hut, and I will eat some once I am done taking care of all of you.” Galmine’s smile was infectious, and I could see Liahpa trying hard to keep her lips from curling up in a matching grin.

Mention of Galmine’s diet reminded me of our garden, which reminded me about collecting wild berries and other plants to harvest. My list of shit to do was impossibly long, and it seemed as if now was as good a time as any to talk about the tasks.

“Now that we have our introductions done, it is time to talk about improving our camp and preparing for the future,” I said as I looked around the wide-open field of the camp. “We have done a great job with this space, but I can think of a bunch of improvements that we need to make. First, we should--”

I stopped mid-sentence when I felt the ground start to rumble beneath my feet. I looked around at the other women, and their eyes went wide with fear. Then I met Sheela’s gaze, and it seemed as if we both realized what the noise meant at the same instant.

“It’s a stampede!” I shouted as I dropped my plate and turned to run toward the wall.
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Chapter 3

Sheela made it to the wall before me, and the cat-woman crawled up the wall as if she was Spiderman. Trel hit the wall at the same time as me, but she actually did have spider legs, and the limbs helped her skip up the logs like Doctor Octopus. I was a little less suited for climbing, but we had left a few knobs on the interior side of the logs. I was able to use a combination of sprinting speed, kicks, and pulls with my arm to make it almost three-quarters of the way up before I actually had to search for legitimate hand holds. I eventually made it to the top spikes, and I straddled the wall in-between the two women as the thundering sound grew louder.

“Maybe you shouldn’t be up there?” Kacerie yelled from down below. “What if they break through?”

“If it looks like they are going to hit us, we’ll jump down and--” the rumbling had gotten louder, and the first knot of running dinosaurs emerged from the cover of the redwoods. These were the gold-scaled ostrich looking reptiles I had seen during the stampede that destroyed our first meager fort walls about a month ago. They were super-fast, and they ran across the walls on the northside of our valley as if they had sticky feet. The orange birds roosting in the cave gave an angry squawk when the gold dinos ran by, but then they seemed to realize that some serious shit was coming, and half flew into the cave while the other half took to the air.

The next group of dinos were long-tailed ones that almost looked like raptors, except they had no feathers, longer arms, and tails that were thick and meaty. Their scales were a dark muddy-red color, and they were almost as fast as the golden dinos that were half their size. These red ones looked big enough to ride, but they zipped past the north walls of our fort like Nascar racers. They had to be going about sixty miles per hour, and I wondered if there was a way I could tame one.

A massive herd of parasaurs came next. There were maybe two or three hundred of them in various sizes, and with various crest lengths on their head. For half a moment, it looked like the leaders of the group were going to plow right into our wall, but then they altered course, skimmed along the edges, and trampled through the open space between our walls and the cave. Most of the group followed the leaders, but one got confused, and he slammed his ten-thousand-pound bulk into our fort walls as if he was some sort of drunk frat boy.

My breath caught in my throat as the vibration of the impact traveled through my legs, but the wall held steady, and the dinosaur shook his foggy head before he merged back into the herd.

“Yes!” I shouted, but then I gasped when another parasaur crashed into the wall.

Then another crashed.

Then another.

They were like crows flying into the window, and each one bounced off with a solid smack that made my teeth vibrate in my jaw.

But the wall held.

“Shit!” I shouted when a group of triceratops poured out of the forest and ran toward the walls. The horned dinos were almost three times the bulk of a parasaur, and while our wall was made with crazy thick logs that were buried deep into the ground, I had no idea if it would be able to withstand a direct hit from one of the trikes.

The parasaurs still led the stampede, and the trikes were following the mob at first, but then one got his horns snagged on the logs when he tried to turn, and I felt my stomach drop.

A second trike got confused, and it plowed right into the wall.

The wall shook with a single vibration that seemed to rattle all of my brain cells, and I heard a creaking noise echo up through my legs. I guessed the wall would have collapsed under the pressure of the trike slamming into it, but the wall held, and my heart started beating again.

“Yes-- oh shit!” I cried out with mixed emotions as another trike slammed into the wall with a thunderous sound that almost made me lose my balance. Now there were three giant triceratops stuck on the wall, and they were all thrashing and pulling to try to unstick their horns.

“The wall will hold!” Trel yelled as she turned to me. “It’s locked with the dowels!”

“But we need to get the trikes free, or they might get trampled and yank out a log!” I shouted as I watched the dinos thrash against the wall.

Their horns had actually slid between two sets of the logs, and while the last few dinosaur impacts proved to me that Trel’s design was sturdy enough to withstand the pounding. I didn’t know how it would fare if the trikes were hit sideways by other dinos, and their horns were used to pry the logs apart.

Maybe nothing would happen, but even the smallest hole in our wall could spell disaster while hundreds or thousands of dinosaurs were sprinting toward us.

Trel, Sheela, and I moved across the top of the wall toward where the trikes were stuck. The two women traveled over the sharpened tips of the logs like dancers, but I had to pick my way over them carefully, and I almost fell twice before I made it to where the trikes were thrashing.

“What do we do?” Trel screeched after one of the logs made a terrifying cracking sound.

“They just need to pull it straight out!” I shouted over the sound of the stampede. I looked at Sheela and then glanced at the endless mob of dinosaurs that were sprinting across the clearing. Anyone that tried to go down there and help the dinos was going to be taking a terrible risk.

Then I heard the roars.

They cut through the endless quake of the stampede like a volcano would trumpet over a car engine. The sound was incredibly loud, deep, dark, angry, and hungry.

It had to be a Tyrannosaurus Rex.

Or maybe something even bigger.

The trikes impaled on the wall heard the roar and began to thrash even more intently. One of the other logs made a loud cracking sound, but I couldn’t see any break in the wood.

“I’ll go down and pry them free!” I shouted before my brain had time to register the idiocy of my plan.

I threw both legs over the wall, mentally aimed my fall at where it looked like the closest trike wasn’t going to trample, and then let go.

I heard another deafening roar as I slid down the wall, but I landed on the ground safely and then moved to the side of the nearest thrashing trike.

“Shhhh,” I hissed as I waved my arms “It’s okay buddy! I’m gonna get you out of here. It’s going to be okay!”

As soon as I finished yelling at the three-horned dinosaur, Sheela landed on the ground next to me and then leapt up onto the crest of the trike like an insane spider-cat-monkey. She scurried up the bone bowl on his head, shimmied up its nose, wrapped her arm around the horn, kicked her feet against the logs of the wall, and then leg pressed like she was trying to pull a telephone pole out of the ground.

“Stop moving!” I yelled at the trike as he tried to thrash against Sheela’s assistance. The big guy froze as soon as the words left my mouth, and I realized that my Tame ability was coming into play here.

“Back up!” I ordered, and the trike took a step away from the wall while Sheela strained against the horn. The spike pulled free after the trike took one more step, and he moved to try to shake Sheela free. The blonde woman let go at the perfect moment, front flipped through the air, and then rolled on the ground.

The trike stomped and then turned his horns toward her.

“Stop!” I yelled as my heart jumped into my throat, and the massive dinosaur froze in place as the chaos of the stampede poured across the grass some twenty feet behind his tail. “Turn around and join them. Get out of here!”

The trike blinked at me, turned away, and then ran with the herd of other dinosaurs.

Sheela nodded at me, and we turned to the second trike. As soon as we stepped toward it, I saw a silver blur fall from the wall of the fort. It was Liahpa, and she landed right on top of the horn that was stuck in the seams between the logs. Her hair twisted through the air like a mercury fire, and she grabbed the horn just like Sheela had done with the previous triceratops.

I saw her strain for a moment, and but then the trike’s horn popped free of the wall. As soon as the dinosaur was clear, it thrashed its head around like a dog with a chew toy, but Liahpa somehow managed to stay attached to its horn like some sort of shimmering banner on a waved flagpole.

“Stop!” I yelled at the trike, and it halted its movements suddenly. Liahpa took the opportunity to drop from the dinosaur’s horn, and then she and Sheela darted under its chin beside the wall and made their way to the third trike.

“Get out of here! Go!” I shouted at the second triceratops, and it blinked at me with some confusion. Then a parasaurs shoulder checked him, and the trike seemed to shake out of his stupor and darted back into the herd.

The last trike had his horn caught in the wood at an angle. He would actually have to back up into the mass of running dinosaurs to get out, and every tenth or so dino that ran past him shoulder checked him on the ass. His moves were beyond frantic, and both of the beautiful women stood out of the range of his thrashing. They were poised to dart closer as soon as they found an opportunity, but the big guy wasn’t calming down, and the press of the stampede was becoming more frantic.

“Stop moving!” I yelled at the dino, but I was too far away from his head for him to hear, and the sounds of the roaring were getting closer.

The trike’s left side was close to our wall, and he kept thrashing his body there. His right side and ass were angled toward the pouring mob of stampeding dinos, and there was no way we could squeeze through there.

“He can’t hear me!” I shouted at the two women as I gestured back to the wall. “Boost me up!” Sheela and Liahpa turned to me with confused looks on their faces, and I realized they couldn’t hear me either. Between the rumble of the stampede and the roars of the approaching predators, I could barely hear myself think. I realized my voice might not even be the thing that caused these dinos to follow my orders. It might have just been some sort of mental connection that was being interrupted by the terror the trike was feeling.

“Up!” I yelled at them again as I pointed at the top of the wall where Trel was frantically waving. My gestured seemed to make sense to them then, and Sheela jumped back to the wall, cupped her hands, and leaned over so that I could place my foot in her grip.

I ran at Sheela, placed my right foot where she wanted, and jumped in time with her snatching motion. The wall was fifteen feet high, but Sheela was strong enough to raise her hands completely over her head when she boosted me, and then Trel leaned down to grab onto my outstretched arm. Her claws pinched the skin of my wrist a bit when she snagged me, but they didn’t pierce my flesh, and I scurried over to the top of the spiked logs with a hope that I’d be able to communicate with the trike better from a different angle.

Then I saw the predators that were causing the stampede break through the tree cover.

They were five massive raptors who stood maybe two yards taller than I remembered the carnotaurus standing. They had longer arms than the carnos, longer tails, and bigger bulk everywhere. One of the beasts opened up a maw that could have swallowed Sheela, Liahpa, Trel, and me with a single gulp, and it let out a roar that made my vision vibrate.

“Shit!” I screamed, but I couldn’t even hear my own words, and I didn’t think Sheela and Liahpa could even see the large predators over the height of the other dinos trying to run.

I focused on the task at hand and bent down toward the stuck trike. I did my best to clear my mind of the terror I felt and tried to force a command to him without speaking. For a few seconds, it seemed like my attempt wasn’t working, but then he stopped thrashing, and I motioned for Sheela and Liahpa to move toward him. The two women followed my instructions and moved to grab onto his stuck horn, but then I caught a glance of one of the massive predators moving toward our walls. The stampede was almost finished and it was clear that we only had a few moments to get this trike freed before the bulky predator made it to us.

“Go! Go! Go!” I urged the two women, but they were having a problem anchoring their feet against the fort wall because of the angle the trike had impaled himself on.

And the massive predator was getting closer. He was maybe a hundred yards away, and my Eye-Q was able to identify him.

Allosaurus Saurophaganax Maximus.

I had heard of an allosaurus before, and I recalled them being the apex predators until they kind of died out before the T-Rex came along, but that was pretty much all I knew about them.

The “Maximus” part probably wasn’t good for us, and I forced myself to turn away from the charging dino so I could focus on the stuck trike.

I willed him to back up slowly, but my own mind was screaming, and it was hard to send mental commands to a trike that I didn’t even have tamed.

But the trike responded, and he backed up as Sheela and Liahpa pushed against the horn. Then it popped free and the two women smiled at each other for half a moment before they saw the allosaurus charging at them.

“Hurry!” I yelled as I reached down the side of the wall and commanded the trike to fucking run.

The lead allosaurus was only twenty yards away, and I could almost smell the decaying meat hanging from its teeth.

Sheela pulled her hands down for Liahpa to step in, and the silver-woman looked as if she was about to argue. Then one of the raptors in the clearing let out another roar, and she just let Sheela throw her up.

Liahpa’s terrified red eyes met mine as I reached my hand down, and she seemed to hesitate to take my offered arm, but then she stretched up and our fingers wrapped around each other’s. Trel was reaching down a moment later, and we both pulled her up to the top of the wall.

Sheela was climbing the wall with her claws, and the trike had joined the tail end of the stampede, but the allosaurus was right behind the stampede and I could see the other predators in the pack flanking from the opposite side of the cave. As soon as Sheela made it to the top, we all turned to watch the allosaurus pounce on the back of the trike we had just freed while another allosaurus chomped it from the right.

The trike let out a shriek and tried to twist away, but then the allosaurus on its back bit down and brought its claws against the trike’s flesh. Blood sprayed through the sky like a hundred sprinklers had just gone off, and the trike stumbled before it collapsed on the grass.

“Get to the gate!” I shouted at the women as I hung off the side of the wall and dropped inside of our fort. The archway where Tom, Katie, and Nicole were standing was south of our position, and our three guardian trikes were standing at the ready. The four of us ran toward them, and I saw the top crest of an allosaurus’ head over the lip of the wall move toward the opening.

“That gate should hold them!” Trel yelled as she ran with a combination of spider leg and human leg skips that carried her there much quicker than everyone else.

“Those predators are huge!” I argued, but I didn’t really need to make my point, since one of the allosaurus made it to the archway of the gate and began to push on the doors we had set into the ground.

The wooden gates creaked as it pushed on them, and I heard a loud gunshot cracking sound when one of the horizontal beams snapped.

I mentally commanded the trike to back up a bit, and I arranged them in a “V” shape with Nicole and Katie up front while Tom brought up the rear. The allosaurus was big enough to see over the gate, and it let out an angry roar when the trikes moved away from him.

The horrible dinosaur pushed on the gate with its knee, and the wood groaned again before it made another snapping sound. The doors had been almost an afterthought to our design and were mainly in place to keep out the smaller green feathered raptors that had been harassing us for the last month. They weren’t going to be able to hold up to the abuse from this fucker that probably weighed twenty times as much.

The allosaurus let out another shriek, fixed its yellow eyes on me, and then paused. We stared at each other for half a moment, but then it shook its head and pushed against the gate again.

This time the doors shattered, and the monster ducked its head down so that it could step inside our complex.

Nicole, Katie, and Tom were ready though. I made Katie dart forward first, and she plunged her spikes into the allosaurus’ left flank as it stepped through. The predator hissed with pain and turned to bite at her, but she’d already backpedaled, and his jaws snapped a few feet from the tips of her horns.

Nicole then took her turn, and she slammed her horns into the allosaurus’ right flank when he turned to snap at Katie. The red scaled trike’s horns sank into the allosaurus’ side even deeper than Katie’s, and the predator twisted around to try to bite her. Just like with Katie, I’d already mentally commanded her to backpedal, so the allosaurus’ teeth snapped over the empty air again.

Katie darted forward and her top two horns slammed into the allosaurus’ side close to where she had first penetrated. The predator twisted around to bite her, but she was already backing away so Nicole could take another turn. This time the red-scaled trike slammed her horns into her opponent almost half their length, and the allosaurus let out a scream that almost made me want to put my hands over my ears.

The massive predator took a step away from the three trikes and then let out a defensive snarl to try to keep them at bay. My three trikes inched forward a bit, and the allosaurus stepped back again. Then it clipped the back of its head on the top arch of our entryway, and I commanded Tom to charge forward.

The allosaurus hadn’t been injured when he bumped his head into the wood, but he recoiled forward a bit off balance. He wasn’t ready for Tom’s attack, and the biggest of my triceratops’ slammed all three of his horns into the predator’s stomach. The meat eating monster let out another bellow and tried to bend down to snap at Tom, but then Nicole and Katie dove in, and the fucker suddenly had six more horns stabbing him.

The allosaurus thrashed against them, dug his clawed feet into the dirt, and then yanked his body out of the nine horns. Blood was pouring down his torso from too many wounds, and he staggered away from our gate and into the clearing. I commanded my trikes to hold their position at the doorway and then looked to Trel as I gestured to the wall. The obsidian-haired woman knew what I wanted, and she made a few leaps toward the logs before she gracefully climbed up to the top.

“He’s moving back to the group!” she shouted down at us. “Two of them are eating the trike, and another two are eating one of the dinosaurs that look like a parasaur. They aren’t even looking this way.”

“Okay,” I said as I tried to figure out what we would do next. I was confident that we’d be able to hold the gate against four of the allosaurus, since only one could enter at a time, but I preferred to just kick the massive predators out of our clearing.

“He’s falling down,” Trel said as she gestured over the wall.

“I’ll go look,” I said as I walked around the trikes and poked my head out of the entryway.

The critically injured allosaurus had made it almost back to his pack, but he was gushing blood everywhere, and he stumbled down before he made it back to them. The other four apex predators turned to look at him, and they seemed to be confused about why he wasn’t moving. Then the largest one of the pack moved over from where he munched on a parasaur and he nuzzled the injured one’s twitching body with his nose.

The allosaurus that my trikes had shish kabobed let out a loud whine, made a final shudder, and then lay still. The largest one of the pack pushed his nose against the corpse again and then let out an angry huff, glanced around the clearing, and stomped his massive feet.

Then his gaze fell on the entrance to our camp base, and I froze. I hoped that he wouldn’t see me, but the creature let out a thunderous growl, and the other three allosaurus stood at alert before they turned to him.

Then they all started to move toward the entrance of our camp.

“Ohhhhhhhh, shiiiitttt,” I groaned as I ran back behind the trikes. “Trel, get down.”

“Yep,” she said as she skittered down the wall.

“I want you all to get back inside the inner fort,” I said as I mentally commanded Sonny, Cher, and Bob to run over to me. “Keep Hope with you. If they break through, I’ll send Bob back and we are going to make a run for it.”

“I will stay here with you,” Sheela said, and Trel nodded.

“No,” I replied as I glanced back to the wall built around the inner fort. Galmine, Kacerie, and Emerald were still standing by the cooking venison, and the three looked like they didn’t know exactly what they should be doing. “Everyone is going to need your protection, and you can’t help me with these big dinos. I have to control the trikes. Get going!”

As I shouted the order, the largest allosaurus poked his face under the archway, and he let out a growl that shook the ground just as the stampede had.

Sheela, Trel, and Liahpa were already running away, and I ordered my three trikes to hold their “V” position, even though I could feel their fear like some sort of emotional radar. Sonny, Cher, and Bob ran up behind me, and I took a few steps away from the trikes so that they could have more maneuvering space.

The large pack leader turned his massive eyes toward me as I slowly walked backward, and there was a hungry intelligence I saw there. He hadn’t stepped under the arch yet, but as soon as I thought about the wood beam that sat on top of our gate entryway, he turned his eyes up so he could see it.

Then the beast turned back to me, looked at the three trikes and three parasaurs, and let out another growl that I felt in my knees. The other three predators stopped about fifty feet away from our entrance, and they also let out low growls.

Then they waited and stared at us for what felt like ten minutes, but was probably only fifteen seconds.

I couldn’t figure out what they were doing. They didn’t seem to be communicating with each other, nor did they growl or really pace. They just eyeballed my group of dinosaurs and me as if they were sizing us up. Then I realized that the three in the back were waiting for their leader to give the order to attack, but he hadn’t done it yet, so he must have started to realize that he couldn’t win if he tried to force his way through the door.

“Hey!” I shouted, and their leader turned his yellow reptilian eyes toward me. “You know I’ll hurt you if you try to come in, so fuck off!” I felt a little ridiculous telling a ten-thousand-pound apex predator to go away, but I didn’t want to sit here all day. They either needed to attack so I could start to whittle their numbers down, or I wanted them to get out of our clearing so we could repair the damage to the gate.

Or I wanted to kill them.

The leader seemed to sense the murderer in me, and he let out a huff of frustration. On cue, the other three massive predators turned around and began to trot back to their meal. The biggest one gave me another growl, and then he sulked away from the door and slowly pivoted.

I commanded Tom to charge as soon as the allosaurus turned.

My biggest trike was ready for my order, and he sprinted forward like one of those roller coasters that went from zero-to-sixty in a second. The allosaurus had fully pivoted away from us, but he heard Tom rushing toward him after the trike had taken a few running steps. The predator pivoted with his head first, and then tried to get his body around, but Tom had already closed the distance, and he rammed his full bulk into the alpha-allosaurus.

It was visually hard to tell which dinosaur weighed more between the two of them, since the allosaurus stood taller and was built with a much longer body, but Tom’s ram made the weight discrepancy absolutely clear: my three-horned pal was way heavier than the predator, and the trike punched his horns through the other dino’s sides and knocked him over like a dump truck plowing through a porta-potty at full speed. For a half a moment, it was hard to tell exactly what happened, but then Tom kept running through and over the allosaurus, and his entire crest and face were covered with gallons of blood and gore.

I commanded the male trike to circle back around while I forced my eyes to the leader of the predators. The big toothy dino was spasming on the ground, and most of his torso was spread across the grass like an abstract expressionism painting. The beast let out a roar of agony that quickly choked off into a bird-like sounding squawk, and the other three allosauruses turned around to see what had happened to him.

The alpha’s crew immediately started screeching, and I almost had to cover my ears. They took a hesitant step toward their dying leader, glanced at the trike sprinting a loop back to the entrance of our fort, and then screeched again before chasing after Tom.

I commanded him to run faster, and then I made Katie and Nicole back up a bit more so that he had a clear path into the gateway. The allosauruses were fast, but Tom was already moving, and he threaded back through the archway a good five seconds before the trio of predators made it to our gate. The female trikes had already moved back to the door, and the lead carnivore ended up taking a horn to the face when she tried to slide into the archway after Tom.

I guessed this female was one of the alpha’s mates, and she shrieked when Nicole’s horn tore into her face. She was moving a bit too fast, and even though she tried to stop, she couldn’t quite do it quick enough, and Katie ended up spearing her in the left chest with all three of her horns. The allosaurus grunted with surprised agony again, flopped back into the other two that were trying to get through the door behind her, and then they all tumbled backward and into the grassy field beside their dying leader.

The female might not have been critically wounded, but gallons of blood gushed down her chest and face. She thrashed around on the ground like a spasming snake, and then she finally popped back up to her feet. I saw that Nicole had actually ripped out the female allosaurus’ right eye, and the predator turned back around the let out a snarl in our direction.

Then the trio turned away from us and ran into the redwood forest.

“Holy shit,” I gasped as I lowered myself to my knees. The accumulated fear of the last few minutes slammed into my stomach like a punch from Mike Tyson, and I felt the air leave my lungs with a gasp of agony.

For a few seconds, I couldn’t think of anything besides how close I’d just come to losing everything. The allosaurus group almost made it into the compound, and we had almost been trampled by a few hundred stampeding dinos. My mind spun as I tried to think of ways we could have avoided this whole mess, and I remembered that Trel and I had talked about digging a trench around the outside perimeter of the wall and leaving a raised land bridge at the gate.

The idea was suddenly much more appealing. It might not have stopped the trikes from accidentally running into the wall, but a steep trench before the logs would have caused them to either veer away earlier, or they would have tumbled down into the ditch and lost a lot of momentum. It wouldn’t take long to dig with the three large parasaurs working on it, but I wanted to speak to Trel about it so that we could review the idea and plan how wide and deep I needed to command Bob, Sonny, and Cher to dig it.

I felt a touch on my back, and I gasped with surprise as I turned around. Bob was nuzzling me, and I stared into his big brown eyes for a few seconds before I petted him.

“I’m okay, buddy.”

Bob tooted, and I looked back through the archway.

“I don’t know if they will be back. That female was injured. The other two would still be a problem though, so I’ll need to leave Tom, Katie, and Nicole here. But they also need some water and some time to graze. We need to clear all the carcasses away from outside of the wall, so we don’t get scavengers.” As I spoke, I mentally commanded him to kneel, so I could get on his saddle easier. Then I commanded the three trikes to stand sentry in their “V” formation. I was concerned that the allosauruses would come back, but I didn’t think they would make a visit any time soon. When animals were injured, they tended to go somewhere to lick their wounds before they came back to fight. I was sure I’d see the three of them again, so I had to get ready.

“Let’s go,” I said as I turned Bob around and commanded Sonny and Cher to follow us back to the inner wall of the fort. “We’ve got a lot of work to do.”
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Chapter 4

The group of women was waiting for me at the gate of our smaller inner fort. They must have seen me force back the first and second allosaurus, but they couldn’t have known the outcome of the actual battle.

“They are gone, for now,” I said as I dismounted. “There are three left alive, and one of them is really injured. I think they will be back someday, so we have to figure out how to better defend the fort.”

“You commanded the three-horned dinosaurs?” Liahpa asked with wide eyes.

“Yeah,” I said. “We talked about it, remember?” Jinx was running around our feet excitedly, and I bent down to pet him.

“I did not realize you had such acute control over them.”

“I just learned about it a few days ago,” I said.

“Did you use your ability with the ones that were stuck in the wall?” Sheela asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I didn’t really tame them, I just kind of yelled and they did what I expected.”

“What about the larger ones with the teeth?” Liahpa asked. “Can you command those?” Her tone was curious, and I guessed that she might have been starting to get over the fact that I was a man.

“I’ve tried before, but the predators seem a bit harder to work with.” I shrugged and then glanced back at the distant gate where the trikes were. “I’ll get better, but we have to begin our discussion about what tasks we need to do, and then I have to take all the dinos to the river for a drink. Is there anything you all want to talk about before I start on my tasks?”

Each of the women shook their heads, and it looked as if Liahpa was about to say something, but instead, she looked down at the hand that I had touched when I pulled her over the wall, and she bit her lip.

“As I see it,” I said as I gestured for us all to move back to where the venison was still roasting. “We have four areas that we need to focus on: Defense, food, water, and sanitation.”

“What about comfort?” Kacerie asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Like we are all sleeping in that single hut. We need more housing, and more sleeping mats, pillows, and blankets. We are also going to need clothes and baths.”

“I’ll throw baths in with sanitation,” I replied. “You make a good point about the huts and stuff. Let’s call it ‘living conditions’ and we’ll talk about it with sanitation.”

“Got it,” the pink-haired beauty said as she smiled at me.

“Let’s talk about defense first,” I said as I turned to Trel. “I was just thinking about the trench you mentioned a few days ago.

“Hmmm,” she said as she tapped her black finger against her mouth. “It would have helped us during the stampede.”

“Won’t the dinosaurs just fall in the trench then?” Kacerie asked.

“It will take out the momentum from their run,” Sheela said.

“Yeah,” Trel added. “They will either move to avoid the trench, or they will topple in it.”

“Won’t they get stuck there? What if they die, we’ll have to carry their bodies out. I’m not trying to nag here, I just don’t understand how it is better than just a wall on flat ground.” Kacerie smiled at us and waved her hands to make it seem as if she wasn’t trying to argue.

“That’s okay, it is a good question,” I said. “If they fall down the trench, they might run into the slope leading up into the walls. This is better than the walls taking the hit. I’ll make the entrance slope steep, but not steep enough so that they can’t get out. If they get stuck inside or trampled and die, we just get some free meat.”

“Good point,” Kacerie said as her blue eyes met mine. “Thanks for explaining it to me, Victor.”

“The design will have to be done well,” Trel said.

“Can you help me figure out how wide and deep I need the parasaurs to dig?” I asked. “I’m concerned that we’ll weaken the wall.”

“We won’t,” Trel replied. “I’ll make sure of it.”

“Okay,” I replied. “We’ll work on that as soon as I get back from getting all our dinos water.”

“We also need the platforms,” Trel said. “You wanted me to work on those a few days ago, but then we focused on building the outer wall.”

“Yeah, I remember.” I smiled at her. “Do we have enough spare logs to build them?”

“We will need about twenty,” Trel said as she glanced into the inside of the wall. “Then they will be evenly spaced. I think we have enough branches from the larger logs we have already knocked down for the wall posts.”

“We will also need spears, bows, and arrows at each platform,” Sheela said.

“I’m going to put you in charge of that. There might be enough branches left over after Trel builds the platform, but if there isn’t let me know and we can get more.”

“I will get it completed,” the blonde woman said with a nod.

“We also need to repair the gate,” I said as I grabbed another piece of cooked venison.

“I will work on that, too,” Trel said. “It will take more wood than I would use for platforms.”

“Okay,” I said as I puzzled through the various tasks. “I’m guessing that we are also going to need more cordage.”

“We’ll need some,” Trel said, “but our earlier strategy was to bind the outer walls with cordage, and we ended up using the dowel method instead, so we have a lot of unused cordage right now.”

“Ahh that’s right,” I said as I turned to Galmine and Kacerie. “We are always going to need more though, so I need you both to be making cordage whenever you have downtime.”

“I can do that,” Kacerie said, and Galmine smiled as she nodded.

“Something else you also asked me to do a few days ago, is build saddles for Sonny and Cher.”

“Ahh, right,” I replied. “We’ll also need ones for Tom, Katie, and Nicole.”

“I’ll need more cordage, wood, and leaves.” Trel shrugged, and it was starting to become apparent that she was the bottleneck of our operation. I needed Trel to do all the things, but she was only one woman.

“Kacerie,” I said as I turned to the hairdresser. “You are really good with rope and making cordage, do you think you could look at the saddles Trel has already made for Hope and Bob and figure out how to make some for the other dinos?”

“Sure,” she said with a nod.

“I can do it,” Trel said with a frown.

“You are doing everything,” I said. “Let Kacerie handle this. She’s smart enough to figure it out based off what you already did.”

“Hmmm,” Trel looked at the other woman, and then she nodded. “Okay. You are right. Kacerie has proven herself to us. I am happy to have the help.”

“Thank you.” Kacerie smiled again, and her light blue eyes seemed to twinkle. I felt a bit of pride that all my friends were starting to get along, but then I turned to Liahpa and Emerald and realized it would take a bit for them to feel like they were part of the family.

“Liahpa and Emerald, is there anything we talked about that you had questions about? Any project you can help us with?”

“I can help you pull these logs into the fort,” Liahpa said. “Then I can help Sheela with the weapons.”

“Great,” I said, and then I looked to Emerald.

The green-haired woman shrugged her shoulders and smiled slightly before she pointed to Kacerie and Bob.

“You want to help Kacerie make the saddles?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Perfect,” I said. “First, we all need to pull as many logs as we can inside, but before we get to work on that, let’s talk about the other three categories of work we have to focus on.”

“Food is next!” Galmine said.

“Yep,” I agreed. “I’m guessing you have some ideas.”

“We already talked about making a garden,” the beautiful woman said with her usual cheerleader smile. “I have a perfect spot picked out here,” she gestured for us all to follow her, and we all took our plates of venison and walked around the smaller wall so that we could see the rest of our courtyard.

“This spot will get the most sun,” Galmine said proudly as she gestured slowly with her hands to a large patch of field. “I can build fences on each side to keep out birds, place berry bushes around them to add security, and then plant tubers, beans, and leafy greens inside.”

“How much will it produce?” I asked. The question was a bit dumb because I didn’t quite know how large of a spot she needed just from her arm gestures.

“Even a small ten-foot by ten-foot area will produce all the vegetables we need, but I am envisioning about a quarter of an acre. We’ll be able to live off only vegetables if we want.”

“You will need to get seeds?” I asked.

“Yes.” Galmine nodded. “If I can ride on the back of one of your dinosaurs with you around the valley, I’m sure I can find some that we can use for planting.”

“I’ll make it happen.”

“After you dig the hole around the wall?” Sheela asked.

“And after you help us pull the wood back into the fort?” Kacerie asked.

“We still haven’t talked about water,” Trel groaned. “Victor needs to help me get--”

“I’ll figure out the order we need to do everything after I make a list,” I said.

“I have faith in you, Victor,” Galmine said. “You are so smart and wonderful. You have protected us very well so far. We all appreciate you protecting us, and we appreciate the love you give us.”

“Love?” Liahpa asked with surprise.

“Oh yes,” Galmine said, but before she could explain it to the silver-woman, I interrupted her.

“Do you need farming tools?” I asked as Jinx rubbed against my leg. I handed him a piece of my venison, and he gobbled it up with a happy chirp.

“I will need a hoe and a shovel to work the dirt,” Galmine said as she turned away from Liahpa.

“Can I use one of the parasaurs?” I asked.

“Hope might be able to do the initial work,” Galmine said with a happy smile, “but I will still need something for finer work. It is not urgent since my hands are strong and used to working at such tasks.”

“I can help you make something,” Sheela said, and Emerald waved her hands.

“Do you wish to help me with the garden?” Galmine asked the scaled woman, and she nodded.

“Good!” my lover said as she clapped her hands together. “I am looking forward to working with you.”

“Ugh,” Trel groaned. “Vegetables are what my food eats. I need meat. So does Sheela. How do we grow meat?”

“I’m thinking we need a chicken coop of some kind,” I said, and the women turned to me.

“You mean small birds?” Kacerie asked with some confusion, and I guessed that our translator tech was having some problems feeding them the words.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Ones that are somewhat docile and lay eggs we can eat. We’d just need a bunch of female birds that are prolific egg layers. The orange birds won’t work because they can fly, only seem to lay once every season, and they are aggressive. We should keep our eyes peeled while we travel for a species we can use.”

The women nodded at my words, and I turned to Kacerie. She guessed what I was going to say before I opened my mouth, and her eyes lit up again. “I can weave the funnel baskets that we can use to catch fish.”

“Great,” I said as I returned her smile.

“Victor, we also need a way to preserve the meat better,” Galmine said as she gestured to the roasting venison. “This will last us the day, and maybe into tomorrow morning, but there will be some left over, and it will go bad.”

“We need salt,” Trel said, and the rest of us nodded.

“It is another thing we need to keep our eyes out for when we travel,” I said. “As soon as we have the defenses set up, and saddles made, we are each going to take a parasaur or trike and search the valley for either a salt lick or a place where salt can be found.”

“How will we know where to look?” Liahpa asked. “Also, you expect us to ride one of these?” She gestured to Bob and the floating woman actually looked a bit nervous. I was starting to see some cracks in her mental armor, but then again, she had just been deposited on a primitive world filled with dinosaurs and a single man. She was handling it all pretty well.

“Riding the dinosaurs is an enjoyable experience,” Sheela said with a nod, and I remembered that the cat-woman had been very hesitant to try at first. “You feel powerful atop of one’s back.”

“Hmmm,” Liahpa said as she smirked at Sheela.

“As far as finding salt, the animals will need it to survive also. Especially the ones that are herbivores. We’ll have to follow some trails through the forest or jungle until we find some rock salt. I don’t think it will be that hard to locate, we just have to keep our eyes open when we are out.”

“Doesn’t the ocean have salt?” Kacerie asked.

“I don’t know how to get the salt out of it,” I said with a shrug. “We could boil the water until it evaporates, but that seems like a lot of work for just a bit of salt.”

“We need to make a trip to the ocean anyways,” Trel said after she set her finished plate of food down. “I need fine sand for my water filter.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Now is a good time to talk about water.”

“It is my favorite topic,” Trel said with a smile. “It is the most urgent need.”

“Well, I don’t know if it is the most urgent--”

“Victor,” she interrupted me. “I know you are worried about protecting us, but every time we drink water from the river, we are taking a significant risk of bacterial or parasitic infection. If we all get sick, we won’t be able to hunt or defend ourselves.”

“What about the dinosaurs?” Galmine asked. “Why haven’t they gotten sick?”

“Animals in the wild do get sick from drinking bad water,” I said. “But a lot of them visit the same watering hole, and they build an immunity to the bacteria there.”

“Yeah,” Trel said, “but all it will take is one animal shitting upstream from us before we go to collect our water, and we will get sick. Water is the most important project now that our walls are built. My filtration and container system is almost completed. I just need a few dozen pounds of fine sand and more clay.”

“Clay is going to be hard to get because of the raptors.” I shrugged.

“Raptors?” Liahpa asked.

“We used to get clay from the side of the lake that is two miles to our east,” I said, “but a group of the dinosaurs that almost attacked you are camping out there, and it is too risky to visit.”

“They might move on in a few days,” Trel said.

“Or they might stay there for a few weeks,” I replied. “I don’t want to risk it right now. I’d rather find another place for clay. I haven’t searched the river much to our west. There might be a few spots over there.”

“Very well,” Trel sighed. “I just want to make it clear that water is important.”

“I know.” I smiled at her as I reached up to touch her bare shoulder. “Thanks for looking out for us. I’ll find you some more clay. I am just concerned about the raptors at the lake, I don’t want them to follow us here.”

“They may find us eventually,” Sheela said. “So, it is important that we dig the trench around the wall, repair the gate, build the platforms, and craft the extra weapons.”

“Ugh,” Kacerie groaned. “So much shit to do. No wonder Victor never sleeps.”

“We’ll get everything established soon,” I said. “Then we can rest a bit easier.” I turned back to Trel and then gestured to the river. “What we really need to do is get the water from the river to us. You mentioned that you could build a pump. How?”

“I did say I could build a pump, didn’t I?” she sighed a bit and her fangs came out from below her lip when she frowned.

“Shit, you can’t?” I asked.

“Yes and no,” she replied as she wiggled her long finger-claws in the air and let out a long breath that did wonderful things to her perfect breasts. “I can build a pump that will push water just using the power of the river. It works by filling a chamber with water until it is under pressure, then it pushes into another chamber that contains air as an opposing pressure to push the water up through a pipe. Once the pressure equalizes, the water will push back out a valve and then blow off into the river. Slowly, it will push water up through a pipe and into a storage tank.”

“I’m not sure I understand how it works, but I believe you when you say it does work.” I smiled at her.

“My design will work. I can push the water into this storage tank and use gravity pressure to send it through clay pipes we bury into the ground. I mentioned that I would need vertical “T” junctions every so often so I could test pressure and administer repairs, but the logic is sound.”

“I feel like you are about to tell me that you still can’t do it,” I said as I smirked at her.

“I can’t craft the pump with clay until I figure out a better way to heat it,” Trel said with a shrug of her slender shoulders. “The material can’t handle the pressure with how we treat it now. Wood might work, but it will warp with the water coming in and out. I need a metal or a plastic. I’ll also need some valves to make a solid seal that will hold under pressure, or it won’t work. I can build virtually everything else with clay or stone, but the pump will be a problem.”

“Virtually everything else?” Liahpa asked, and Trel turned to her.

“The pipes will be a pain in the ass,” the black-eyed woman answered. “I will need to craft them out of fired clay to exact specifications. I’ll need to build molds out of sand or wood to ensure their dimensions, and then I’ll need something to join them together. It will be a complicated project.”

“Could you use bamboo?” Kacerie asked. “I recall seeing a grove of it near the lake when I went with Victor.”

“Hmmm,” Trel said as she tapped her mouth with her finger and looked at Kacerie with her black eyes. “That might actually work. Of course, it would be a temporary solution to the pipes. Even if we found a tar or other glue-like substance to join them, they would corrode, but bamboo on my world has been known to last a long time, even underwater. I’m hoping we are talking about the same type of tree.”

“The stalks kind of look like pipes?” Kacerie said.

“Yeah, that sounds like bamboo,” Trel agreed.

“If you make the pipes out of bamboo, won’t it be hard to make a ‘T’ intersection?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Trel admitted, “but I might not need them. Bamboo is somewhat flexible. We might not have a break. It would still be a nightmare to join them though. I’d have to find a piece that could fit inside each other and then glue to join them.”

“On my world, bamboo can grow very tall. You might not need many pieces.” Liahpa raised her hand over her head as she spoke, and the other women nodded.

“It is something to consider,” Trel said. “I should look at some of them and see if they will be suitable for the purpose.”

“We’ll all keep an eye out while we travel,” I said. “I don’t want to go back to the lake yet.”

“In the meantime, we must continue to get water from the river.” Trel pointed to the south as she spoke. “Pumping water is a long-term engineering endeavor, but we need clean water this instant. I can make two filtering systems with the clay I have, but I am not sure that the design is perfect. We need to get sand.”

“You’ve convinced me that we need clean water,” I said with a laugh. “I’ll go get some as soon as we get the trench dug up and the gates repaired.”

“Good, and I will go with you,” Trel said.

“I kind of need you here to work on the platforms and--”

“I will need to select the type of sand,” Trel huffed. “It is important, and the trip should not take us longer than a few hours. After I build the first platform, one of the others will figure out how to do it. It is a waste of my intelligence to do duplicate work.”

“Waste of your intelligence?” Liahpa asked with a raised silver eyebrow.

“You know what I mean,” Trel replied with a wiggle of her fingers.

“It sounds like you mean that your time is more valuable than ours,” the floating woman growled.

“The architect doesn’t lift the stones, and it seems that you are good at lifting stones.” Trel smirked after she spoke, and Liahpa’s red eyes narrowed.

“Let’s talk about sanitation and living conditions,” I said to shift the focus away from what was about to be a fight between Trel and Liahpa. I realized I was going to have to talk to Trel soon about the way she spoke to others. She was more than a bit prickly when she first met someone, and it wasn’t helping me get the group set to task. Maybe having her come with me to get sand would be a good idea since I’d be able to talk to her about leading our little tribe.

“This is my topic,” Kacerie said with a wide smile.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “You said you know how to make soap?”

“I know what goes into it,” she said, “but I have never made it before. It’s basically fat and lye. The lye comes from wood ash.”

“What do you need to start making some?” I asked.

“I’ll need a big clay bowl,” Kacerie said as she turned to the roasting venison. “Some of this should actually work. The meat was pretty lean, but I can cut some fat off, and use the ash of the fire Trel started in the ground once it burns out. I’ll need a bit of water too, I think. Ahhh, I’ll probably have to try a few dozen times before I get the mixture correct. Once that happens, I can put scents and stuff in it. Then we will all be clean and smell good.”

“Ahhh, you are about to be my second favorite person,” Trel sighed.

“Second favorite?” Kacerie asked as she rolled her eyes.

“Well, you aren’t Victor,” Trel scoffed. “But I will enjoy a bath very much.”

“We all will, Trel,” I said. “But we need to make a bathtub. Do you have any ideas around that? You said you would use clay, but we might not be able to get any soon.”

“If I can’t use clay, I can use wood,” she said. “We have trees big enough to make a tub by just hollowing out the middle of a trunk, but that will be time-consuming.”

“How would you get the water in?” Kacerie asked.

“We’d have to use buckets or jars to pour it in,” Trel said with a shrug.

“That doesn’t seem very Trel-like,” the pink-haired woman said with a teasing grin.

“It would let me filter the water first,” Trel said with a shrug. “It doesn’t help to develop plumbing inside of the fort if we don’t have water coming in. So, we’ll have to…” Trel’s voice trailed off, and she stopped talking with her mouth open.

“You okay?” I asked after we stared at her a moment.

“I think I figured out how to get the water from the river to here easier,” she said quickly. “I won’t need to ram the water through a pump. I can just use a siphon through bamboo tubes that will lead into a tub of water. It will use atmospheric pressure to push down on an inverted bucket that will sit over the downtube like a bell. The pressure will force the bucket down on the tube to cut off the flow, but then release when we use it here.” Her fingers moved to form a bell shape as she talked, and I saw her eyes blink to open her Eye-Q.

“I’m not sure I understand,” I said as I looked at the other women. They all shrugged and then glanced back to Trel.

“I’ll explain it when we are ready to do it,” she said as she smiled at me. “I think it will work. No, I’m confident it will work. We’ll have unlimited water coming into the fort. I’ll run it all into a tub that will filter through the sediment system I develop, and then we’ll have plenty for drinking, crops, your dinos, and bathing.”

“That’s great,” I said with relief.

“It will be a lot of work though,” Trel said. “If bamboo is the answer, we’ll need a bunch, and I’ll need some sort of glue or tar to hold it together. First step is carving a tub. It will be a lot of physical work with the adze. Who will do it?”

“I am capable of physical work,” Liahpa said with a nod. “I do not know what an adze is through.”

“It looks like an axe,” I said as I pulled my axe from my belt. “The blade sits perpendicularly to the handle so you can make cuts down into the wood. We only have one inside of the inner fort. We’ll probably need to make a few more for advanced carpentry work.”

“I’ll look for branches and stones when I am out,” Kacerie said, and I recalled that she had put together our first one. “But back to the bath. How will we heat up the water?”

“Hmmm,” Trel said. “I guess I could make some sort of clay base that we can light a fire under. That seems really complicated, and--”

“Just use river stones,” I said, and they all turned to me. “I’ll grab some from the river, we’ll throw them in the fire to heat them, and then use sticks to pinch them and put them in the tub.”

“Perfect!” Trel said. “Sometimes the low-tech solution is the best one.”

“Let’s talk about waste disposal,” I said. “Right now we are all shitting in a clay pot and dumping it out in the woods. I’m sure we can do a better job. Is an outhouse the answer?”

“Outhouse?” Galmine asked, and I could see the other women look at me with confusion.

“Uhh, yeah,” I said as I gestured with my hands. “It’s a small room detached from the main home or hut. A hole is dug deep into the ground, and then there is a toilet seat that you sit on to poop. Goes down in the hole and every few months or years the outhouse is moved and the hole is covered.”

“Your people use those?” Liahpa asked with disgust plain on her beautiful face. “It must stink after a few days of use, but then you keep it around for a year?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It isn’t the best solution, but it was what we used before we developed toilets with running water.”

“We have those,” Trel said.

“Same,” Sheela agreed.

“Yep,” Kacerie said.

“Yes,” Liahpa said. “We use water and a sewage system.

“My kind don’t,” Galmine said, and we turned to her. “We save our waste for the plants. It is mixed in with a compost pile where it is eaten by bugs and partially digested by helpful bacteria. We also combine plant waste and turn it into wonderful fertilizer.”

“That sounds like it would stink,” Kacerie said as she wrinkled her nose.

“Oh no. The helpful bacteria, bugs, and other plant matter eliminate most of the smell quickly.” Galmine smiled sweetly as she spoke, and I could see the others nod with her. The rock-skinned woman just had this wonderful voice that seemed to calm everyone around her.

“What if we do some sort of combination?” I asked. “Like an outhouse that could feed into a compost pile?”

Both Trel and Galmine seemed thoughtful for a few moments as they looked at each other.

“The compost pile would need to be stirred every day,” Galmine said. “It would also need open air and access to the sun so that the bacteria could grow.”

“I have an idea,” Trel said with a slow nod, “but I need to see how this composting process actually works. As a temporary solution, I think I can build something like what Victor wants. Maybe a small seat out of wood or bamboo that will more easily allow us to put our waste in a bucket that can be easily carried to a compost. Can you show me how to build this compost pile?”

“Of course!” Galmine exclaimed. “I’m so happy I get to show you something. You are so smart, I always learn so much from you. Now I feel as if I can pay you back.”

“You do not need to pay me back for anything,” Trel smiled carefully as Galmine stepped toward her with her arms held out for a hug. “No, uhhh. You don’t need to--”

“Come here,” Galmine interrupted as she wrapped her arms around Trel in an embrace. The onyx-haired woman opened her black eyes wide for half a moment, but then she gently patted Galmine’s back until the other woman let go.

“Uhhh…” Trel glanced around at the other women and then her eyes fixed on me. “What else can we build?”

“Another hut?” I asked as I turned to Kacerie.

“Yeah,” the pink haired woman agreed. “I know that the four of you… well… yeah.” She gestured to Galmine, Trel, Sheela, and I. “Well, you probably want your own place. Also, I’ve only been here a few days, how much rain do you get here? Will the hut be able to withstand a storm?”

“It will,” Trel said. “It is surprisingly durable. I agree with you about a few more huts though, and I should craft the roof out of clay tiles to make them last even longer.”

“We will also need paving stones or tiles to walk on,” I said.

“You mentioned this before,” Trel said. “Ugh. I wish we had some paper to write all these down. I’m a genius, but I am still forgetting most of it.”

“What are paving stones?” Liahpa asked. “For the ground?”

“Yeah,” I said as I gestured around us. “This is all grass, but it’s going to turn into dirt the more we walk over it. You can already see it starting inside the inner fort. That dirt will turn into mud as soon as it gets a little wet. Then that mud will get everywhere. It will get all over us and inside the hut. It will also be a breeding ground for bacteria. If we make tiles or get some sort of flat rocks to pave the area, it will be more sanitary.”

“Ahh,” the floating woman replied as she nodded at me. “I see. That is intelligent.”

“All that comes back to clay again,” Trel said. “We need more of it. Lots more. I also need a way to heat it faster. Galmine is good at making the jugs and pots, but I need to design some sort of oven to heat larger batches faster.”

“Hmm,” I said as I thought through her words. “Couldn’t you make one out of mud? I imagine that it doesn’t need to be as dense or hard as clay. We might be able to just stack a bunch of rocks like a chimney, light the fire at the bottom, and then let the heat rise up through a stack of tiles or logs.” I knew next to nothing about pottery, but I had seen plenty of pizza ovens, and I figured that an oven was an oven.

“That could work,” Trel said. “I could play around with the design. I think you are right about the mud. It doesn’t need to be durable, just thin and easy to craft. Ugh. I can’t believe I am going to be playing with mud. It’s peasant work.”

“But it is the most important work,” I said, and the beautiful woman nodded and reached back to the fire for more venison.

“Wait, hold up,” I said, and Trel froze.

“What?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“How did you figure out this fire?” I asked as I gestured to the holes in the ground.

“The wind is blowing in this direction,” she said as she pointed to where the holes in the ground were. “It is naturally passing over the holes and getting sucked down by the fire. This is creating more heat and less smoke.” Her eyes grew large as she finished speaking and then she turned back down to the fire as her eyes narrowed.

“Could you build a kiln underground?” I asked. “Is there a way we can create our own wind? On my world, we have these tools called ‘bellows’ that can suck and push air like artificial lungs. You just have to have someone manually open and close them.”

“Yes…” Trel said as she took a step back from the roasting meat so she could survey the set up better. “I have an idea. I can make a fan that will push air through tunnels, past a fire, and heat an oven.”

“Whoa,” I said. “You can build a fan? How?”

“I’ll show you as soon as you find me more clay. I’ll need the clay to make the fan.”

“Got it,” I said as I took a deep breath and looked at the women. “Is there anything else I am missing?”

“I wouldn’t have even thought of a tenth of the things you have already brought up,” Kacerie said with a shrug. Then the pink haired woman turned to Liahpa and Emerald. “I know this is confusing. When I first got here, I was angry and sad, and I was kind of a bitch. I still wish I was back home, but I’m not back home. I’m here, and I am grateful that Victor took me in. You might not think this way right now, but we are a good team here, and you are fortunate that we got you before those black feathered raptors did.”

Emerald nodded at Kacerie’s words and then fixed her strange white eyes on me, but Liahpa shook her head slightly and her pretty mouth twisted to the side.

“I’m beginning to get a feel for you all,” she said as she turned her red eyes to the rest of my friends. “I’m just having a slight problem adjusting to him.” She raised a finger to point at me. “There is no insult or disrespect intended, but I will need some time to grow used to his presence.”

“I get it,” I said. “No hard feelings. We have a lot of shit to do. Here is the plan for the rest of the day: We are all going to go out to our worksite. It’s at the edge of the forest about two hundred yards away from the wall. Then we will grab as many of the logs as we can and bring them back in through the gate. As soon as Trel says she has enough to fix the doors and start on the first few platforms, I am going to start taking the dinos to get drinks at the river. I’ll just take a few at a time, and leave the rest here for defense, but I don’t know if the trikes can really do more than just stand at the door and maybe attack anything that tries to come through. I’ve never had them defend us while I wasn’t around.”

“We will be vulnerable when you are gone,” Sheela said with a frown.

“I will try to repair the gates first,” Trel said, “but this is how it will always be if Victor is absent. There is not much we can do about it.”

“Uhhh, maybe Victor should just not leave?” Kacerie said hesitantly. “Does he have to be the one that takes them all to get drinks? Seems like we can each ride them okay.”

“That is something we can test later in the day,” I said. “They need water soon, and if someone tries to take one far from me, and they lose control, it could mean that they get hurt or lose the dino. I’m still not a hundred percent sure how my power works or how far away you can take a dino away from me and still have it tamed.”

“Fair enough,” Kacerie said with a shrug.

“Alright,” I said as I set my plate on the ground. “Everyone eat enough?” They all nodded, and I turned to Galmine. “I’ll still need you to stay here.”

“That is fine, Victor,” she said with her happy smile. “I can clean the dishes and bring out the cord to you all. Where will you set up the workspace for the gates and the platforms?”

“Near the gate,” Trel said. “I want to get started on them as soon as possible.”

“Won’t that be dangerous?” Kacerie asked. “What if something comes when Victor is getting water? What if those big ones with the teeth come back?”

“He will be gone for ten minutes each time,” Trel said with a shrug. “It won’t matter if we are near the door or on the other side of the fort. If those things come back when Victor isn’t here, we’ll have to pray the trikes are smart enough to hold the door until he returns.”

“There is much to do,” Liahpa said. “I understand now why you were eager to bring us here. Thank you again.” The silver floating woman turned to me and nodded slightly. I returned the motion, and her shoulders seemed to relax a little. I felt like the conversation I had just had did a bunch to establish my role as the leader of our small tribe, and I knew it was just a matter of time before the strange floating woman came to trust me more.

“Let’s get going,” I said as I turned toward Bob. “We’ve got hundreds of hours of work ahead of us, and it all needs to get done as soon as possible.”
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Chapter 5

Trel jumped on the back of Bob with me, Kacerie and Emerald jumped on the back of Hope, and Sheela and Liahpa jumped on the back of Cher. We didn’t have a saddle on Cher, but it wasn’t that far of a ride out of the gates, and I commanded the biggest of our female parasaurs to just go slow with a smooth gait so the two athletic women wouldn’t accidentally get thrown off.

As soon as we made it out of the gate, I realized I had forgotten something important, and I stopped their mounts near me so we faced north toward the cave.

“We have to deal with this,” I said as I gestured to the corpses of the two allosauruses, the trike, and the parasaur.

“Agreed,” Trel said. “We won’t be able to keep the meat for long, but we can use the sinew, teeth, and skin.”

“Door first,” I said as I pointed back to the place in the forest where our workstation was. “Once that is repaired, we’ll work on these corpses. I don’t want you all out of the walls unless I am nearby and have the dinosaurs patrolling.”

“I agree,” Trel said, and then we spun our mounts around and rode the short distance to our work site.

There were plenty of branches left over from the hundred and fifty-ish trees we had pushed down in the last few days, and I guessed that we would easily have enough wood to repair the gate, build all the platforms, and craft plenty of spears and bows. I worried we might run out of cordage, but we also had a lot of sinews that we had already gathered from the orange birds and pteranodons who had fought over our camp last week, so we would probably not have a bottleneck there.

Getting all the branches into the fort was somewhat of a challenge since the pieces weren’t uniform in size, had offshoot branches themselves, and were covered with needles. It had been easy to move the larger logs because their uniform size allowed the parasaurs to roll them across the grass to the build locations, but the smaller branches were stored like chaotic haystacks, and the act of untangling and re-sorting them quickly became a cumbersome task. Liahpa and Sheela started off by just grabbing the largest branches and dragging them toward the gate like makeshift sleds, but it quickly became apparent to me that their strategy would take too long and leave us too spread out if the allosauruses suddenly decided to come back.

“I like the sled idea,” I said to Trel as I pointed to Liahpa and Sheela. “We have the harness we used for Hope to drag the logs of our first fort. Can you modify that so we can make some sort of sled, stack the branches on in a pile, and then drag it through the gates?”

“I can do that,” Trel said with a laugh, “but now you’ve got me repairing the gate, making the platforms, and building a sled. What is the most important?”

“Dragging this shit back to the fort is inefficient,” I said as I watched Kacerie and Emerald try to untangle more branches. “It’s going to take us too long to get everything into the fort.”

“Maybe,” Trel said as she tapped her lips with her finger. “But it will take me a few hours to build a sled, maybe even half a day. In that time, we can move a quarter of the branches into the fort. I suppose it will still be better to build the sled, but we don’t need all these branches to repair the door and build all the platforms. We have tons of them.”

“Plenty of these branches are thick and long,” I said as I saw Kacerie pull one out that was probably six inches in diameter and ten feet long. “They will be great for building new huts. If we have all of it inside, it will be awhile before we run out of wood for making huts, platforms, or anything else. It will be more efficient long-term.”

“You got it,” Trel said as she smiled at me. “The stuff that Liahpa and Sheela are dragging should be good enough to repair the door and craft a sled with Hope’s old harness.”

I called out to Emerald and Kacerie and told them that we were changing our plans a bit. They nodded, but then grabbed what they already had pulled out of the piles and began to drag them toward the gate.

“Ugh. I suppose I should take some as well,” Trel moaned as she stood up from her spot on the saddle behind me.

“You are going to drag the branches?” I asked with surprise when she landed on the ground below Bob.

“Victor, my love,” she said with a laugh as she adjusted the skin-tight silk cloth around her large breasts. “Don’t you recall me lifting logs and chopping wood a few days ago? In a perfect world, someone of my standing, intelligence, and beauty should be attended by at least thirty servants. However, this is not a perfect world. I am committed to our cause, and I will perform this physical labor to ensure that you are happy with me.”

“Trel-Idil-Iria, Duchess of family Iria, are you saying that you will do something you don’t enjoy so that I am happy with you?” I chuckled a bit as I asked her the question.

“Of course!” She snorted. “You make me happy. You have protected me and given me pleasure and children. If I am not going to kill you and feed you to our brood, I might as well ensure that I lubricate our relationship with various small acts.”

“Uhh. Well, thanks. Does that mean that, uhhh, you are pregnant? Should you be doing any heavy lifting or--”

“I do not know for sure,” she said with a shrug. “I will know in a few days. I am certain I am.”

“Why?” I asked, and I felt my head spin a bit. I knew what I was getting into when I had sex with Trel, but I had trouble believing I could get an alien woman pregnant.

“You filled my womb with your seed plenty of times,” she said with a sly smile. “Don’t you remember? Or should I remind you tonight?”

“Oh, I remember,” I said with a laugh. “But I’d love for you to remind me.”

“I will be pregnant. Do not worry. Once my brood is born, the tasks around here will be much easier.”

“Alright,” I said as I moved to dismount from Bob.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m going to help you--”

“Bah!” she scoffed as she waved her hand. “Go get our dinosaurs their morning drink. I can drag this over myself. It is mindless enough, and my body is strong.”

“I want to stick around in case we get attacked,” I said.

“Sheela and Liahpa are almost to the gate,” Trel said as she nodded her head. “They will return, help me with my burden, and then we will fix the gate, by the time you finish with the watering, we will be ready to work on the animals. You complain about your bottlenecks all the time, but now you are about to become one. Hurry up and finish your task, Victor.”

“Alright,” I said as I gave one last look to Emerald and Kacerie. They were about halfway to the gate of the fort, and my parasaurs didn’t seem too concerned with the surrounding forest.

While we worked on building the outer wall, we’d all been positioned much farther away from where we could take refuge. I shouldn’t have been that concerned with me leaving my friends alone for a few minutes since they could make the run to our gates quickly, but I remembered the look that female allosaurus had given me with her one good eye. It was pure malevolence, and I knew she would eventually be back.

“I’ll get going,” I said, as I ordered Tom to come out of the gate. I also commanded Sonny to come with me, and I commanded Nicole, Katie, Cher, and Hope to stand guard at the gate. The four females stood at attention after I willed them the command, and I turned Bob around so that we could make our way to the river.

Tom wasn’t quite as fast as the parasaurs, but his bulk and horns inspired a lot of confidence when I traveled with him. We made it to the river after only a few minutes of riding, and I let them drink while I surveyed the shore. Bob and I had just been here a few hours before, so he was the first one to bring his head up from drinking and look for some ferns to munch.

My mind slowly visited the various tasks we had to accomplish in the next few days, and I set about the task of trying to identify our bottlenecks and places where we could improve my plans. I knew that Trel’s expertise was needed everywhere, but as I started to think through her engineering skills, I realized that she wouldn’t be the bottleneck forever. Eventually, she would teach others how to build or repair what we had already created, and she could spend her time working on the harder projects. The saddle stuff was a good example. She had built one, but now Kacerie would create the rest. Yeah, Trel would probably have to inspect the pink-haired woman’s first and second attempts, but eventually, Kacerie would be able to do them all. Same with the platforms Trel would soon start building. Once she figured out how to do it, others could copy the design.

I thought about what our camp would look like in a few months. We’d have lots of tile roofed huts for survivors to live in, we’d have paved walkways going between our farm, stables, kiln, bathhouse, toilets, and various workstations. We’d have ample food from the farm, eggs from the chicken coop, fish from the river, and running water. We’d have a system for new members to go through basic training, and then we’d have jobs waiting for them. It felt a little crazy to think that I was building a small civilization, especially when it had just been the four of us a month ago.

We just had to make it through the next few months so that we could get all the systems and defenses built. Right now I was still scared that we were vulnerable to dinos, but I knew the ultimate threat would be the other tribes. I really didn’t have any proof there were other groups out there, but I knew the fire I had seen in the far distance and boot prints in the clay by the lake were not caused by dinosaurs. I had to assume that there were other groups out there like us, and I had to assume they would be hostile. Thinking otherwise would just be foolish and put my tribe in a position of weakness.

Even if there weren’t violent tribes out there, thinking that there might be would ensure that we all lived a lot longer.

Bob and Sonny pulled their faces out of the river and turned around to munch on some moss and ferns by the shore. I wanted to get back, but the plants in this area were a darker green than the ones that grew in our clearing, so I let them feast for a few minutes before I ordered everyone to return. Food for the dinos was one more thing I needed to worry about. Eventually, they would graze all the grass and plants from our clearing, and I’d have to take them to new pasture. By plumbing water from the river into the fort, I had hoped to eliminate the need to make these twice daily trips for water, but I now realized that I’d have to take them all out for food, anyway. I was sure there was a way I could rotate the pasture land so that grass grew back when the dinosaurs weren’t grazing, but these guys ate a ton of vegetation.

It might not make sense to tame more dinos until I had a better way to feed them. I also didn’t know how I would handle caring for a large predator I might have tamed. It would be great to tame one of those Utahraptors to ride on or one of those allosauruses, but how would I feed it? I’d have to take them out hunting every day.

Thoughts of animal husbandry occupied my mind as we rode back to the fort. When I got there, I was happy to find that the women had all pulled their branches inside of the walls and were almost done repairing the gate.

“I was going to take one at a time,” I said as I got off Bob’s back and walked over to Hope, “but I’ll just do one more run with Hope, Cher, Nicole, and Katie. So, I’m leaving the boys here to guard.”

“That is fine,” Trel called out as she wrapped some cordage around the gate while the other women watched. “We will be done soon and then work on those carcasses.”

“Wait till I get back,” I said as I jumped on Hope.

“We will, Victor.” Sheela smiled at me and then she crouched down with Liahpa so that they could lift up the gate that Trel had just repaired.

I commanded Bob, Sonny, and Tom to guard the gate while the female dinosaurs followed me to the river. It had been a few days since I’d ridden Hope, and I definitely felt more vulnerable on the back of the smaller dinosaur. Riding Bob was like riding on the back of a massive elephant, but Hope was like riding on a horse. It was still all sorts of awesome, but I knew that a group of the smaller green feathered raptors could cause a problem while I was on her back.

When we reached the edge of the redwoods by the river, I saw movement on the opposite shore, and I commanded my group of dinosaurs to skid to a halt. We were close to the group of boulders beside the giant hollowed out redwood, so I rode Hope forward down the slope toward the river and then waited for a few moments before urging her to step forward slowly.

On the other side of the river, a pterodactyl had landed on the shore and was drinking from a small whirlpool. The creature was about the size of a man, and as I watched, it darted its long beak deeper into the pool before coming back out with a large fish in its beak. It gobbled the meal down with a quick upward flip of its neck, and then the creature flapped its wings a few times before it pooped on the shore.

I relaxed with a silent sigh and then prepared to ride Hope out, but something flashed in the bushes across the water behind the winged dino, and I froze in place.

A second later, I was glad that I did.

Some sort of spinning projectile flew out of the forest, twisted through the air like a heat-seeking missile, and then slammed into the pterodactyl. The dinosaur didn’t even get a chance to scream, it just fell over instantly and started twitching with death spasms. I couldn’t quite see what had struck the dino from my position, but I didn’t want to push Hope out from behind the stack of boulders any farther.

A figure walked out of the forest a few steps, cautiously looked around, and then took another few steps away from the tree line and toward the shore of the river. It was easy to guess that the figure was male because of his exceptionally wide shoulders, muscular arms, Conan-like chest, and tree trunk legs. He wore a loincloth just like a barbarian but his skin was a dark navy blue, and there didn’t look to be a single hair on his entire body. I guessed he must have stood six and a half feet, and he probably weighed two-hundred and fifty pounds easily. The guy was solid muscle, and he gained a bit of confidence in his movements once nothing hostile emerged from the river or tree line to attack him.

The blue-barbarian reached the body of the pterodactyl and pulled at the corpse. A glittery gold ring that was about the size of a Frisbee came free of the dino, and the man shook the blood from it before he held the ring up above his head. I let out a soft gasp of amazement when he let his hands go, since the ring stayed floating above his head as if it was some sort of halo.

The blue-barbarian reached down to the pterodactyl corpse again and made another yanking movement. A big chunk of the carcass’ chest peeled off with a bloody snap that I heard over the sound of the river, and the alien squatted down deep on his thick legs as he brought the raw meat to his mouth.

“Well, shit,” I whispered to myself as I thought about what to do. If I had seen this guy just standing on the other side of the river, I would have called out to him and asked him if he wanted to come to my camp, but I’d just seen him kill a pterodactyl from who knows how far away with a fucking Saint Barbarian halo. The river was about fifty-ish yards across, but I had no idea how accurate this guy was with his aim. I could greet him and then get a ring to the face an instant later.

Those were the cons, but I quickly thought through the pros. The guy looked really strong, and he had a natural ranged weapon. I didn’t know how long he’d been out here in the wilderness, but it seemed like he knew how to survive. He might have known about other settlements, or he might have ideas about improving our camp. If he would cooperate, he’d be a great asset to the team.

I turned the possible outcomes over in my head a few more times while the blue-barbarian munched on the raw pterodactyl. Blood now dribbled down his muscular chest, splattered on the sand of the river shore, and had the effect of making him look even more intimidating. This guy could probably bend me in half with a casual flex of his arms, but the mental image made me wonder if he had seen me come earlier to give Bob, Tom, and Sonny drinks. I’d been here only ten or so minutes before, and I had to guess that the blue-barbarian had been waiting by the shore for something to hunt.

Had he seen me? If he had, then he had decided not to attack.

He’d also decided not to follow me to the fort, and that could mean he didn’t really want new friends.

I decided to test his reactions a bit, and I ordered Nicole and Katie to move out from the cover of the tree line and take a drink at the river. It took them a few dozen seconds to walk down there, and I saw the blue-skinned man glance up from his meal, study the massive trikes, and then go back to eating.

I let Nicole and Katie drink their fill while I studied the man, but I realized that the clock was ticking. Eventually, he was going to leave, and I had to decide if I wanted to do something about it or let him go.

I thought about the pterodactyl getting killed instantly and then took a long gulp of air. I knew that I wanted to try to talk to the guy, so I planned on the worst case scenario. If he did attack, I wanted to be in a strategic location so that I could get away quickly. And if I had to get away, I wanted to be able to use my dinosaurs offensively to take the guy out so he wouldn’t be a future danger. I realized that retreating before the parasaurs got a chance to drink would just mean that I’d have to come back here sooner rather than later to get them water. I silently slid off Hope, grabbed my spear, and commanded my mount to wrap around back through the trees and then approach the water with Cher at an angle that looked a bit different than how the trikes got there.

The parasaurs followed my orders, and I ensured Hope’s placement was behind Cher’s so the blue-barbarian wouldn’t notice the saddle on the smaller parasaurs’ back. I let them drink for half a minute, and then I moved the trikes around so that they were knee deep in the water and between the blue-barbarian, parasaurs, and my position.

Then I took a deep breath and stepped out from behind the boulders a bit.

“Hello!” I called out in my friendliest tone as I waved across the river. I felt like it was my first day at high school and the teacher had just asked me to introduce myself to the class, but I knew my life was on the line with this, so my back was dripping with sweat.

The blue-barbarian flinched when I called out, dropped his hunk of raw dino meat, and reached up to his halo with startling speed. I was already stepping back behind the boulders, and I heard a metal clanking sound ricochet off the rock right where I took cover.

“Shit! Hey! I’m just saying hi!” I shouted across the water as I fought against the panic blossoming in my stomach, and I began to move Cher and Hope back toward me so that I could retreat with more speed.

I didn’t hear an answer from the other side of the river, so I poked my head out again. It took me a second to locate the blue-barbarian standing behind the trunk of a thinner pine tree, and the only reason I saw him was because he flicked his hand around the trunk toward me like he was cracking a whip.

I ducked instinctively, and something metal bounced off the boulder an inch above my head. I glanced up as soon as I heard the sound and saw the golden ring slide through the air across the horizontal plane and then return right to the tree where the blue-barbarian was hiding. He reached his hand out to catch the ring on the inside of the loop, and I ducked back before crawling to the other side of the boulders.

“Oh, come on!” I shouted as I slid my spear across the ground. “I don’t want to fight! I want to talk!”

There was silence from the other side of the river, and I took a second to catch my breath and plan my next move. I was frustrated that he hadn’t attempted to speak to me, but I wasn’t going to try again. I’d given him a chance.

Now he was an enemy, and enemies needed to be dealt with swiftly.

I moved to the boulder and kicked up the side of one while I used my spear as a climbing aid. Then I jumped up on the next one and crested the top on my belly so that he’d have a smaller target. A group of ferns grew out of one of the rocks at the top, and I was able to wiggle beside it and peer out with what I thought was good cover. I saw the blue barbarian peering out from behind the tree, and I made the trikes casually move into the river a bit more so they were closer to his position.

“I’m listening!” the man’s voice boomed across the river, and I saw his head twist and turn across the boulder mound so that he could find me. I saw a crack beside my right shoulder, and I crawled closer so I could yell through it.

“How long have you been on this world?” I called out into the crack with hopes that it would make it harder for him to hear exactly where I was speaking from. We were still some sixty or seventy yards apart, but he’d been deadly accurate with that boomerang ring of his, and I didn’t want to give him any hint as to where I was.

“A few weeks!” He really did have a badass voice. It was super deep and thick with the air of authority.

“Have you been surviving on your own?” I shouted.

“I do not wish to answer that question!” he replied. “I don’t know who you are.”

“I don’t want to fight!” I shouted. “Why did you attack me?”

“You called out to me. Everything on this planet is hostile.” His eyes seemed to focus on a point on the stack of boulders that wasn’t me, and I guessed my voice was coming out of the crack there.

“I just said hello!” I yelled into the crack. “If I wanted to attack you, I would have just done it without warning you.”

“Fair point!” he shouted. “Are you alone?”

“I’m as alone as you are,” I yelled. “I’m looking for help to survive.”

“I can’t see you,” he replied. “We should speak face to face.”

“Are you interested in working with me?” I asked. I didn’t want to mention my camp or friends before I got more information from him.

“I prefer to work alone,” he shouted. “What are you offering?”

“It will be safer if we are together,” I said. “We can watch each other’s back and increase our chances of survival.”

“How long have you been on this world?” he asked.

“Almost two months,” I answered, and I could see him look a bit surprised.

“Are you skilled with survival?” he asked. “I don’t see how anyone could survive on this world for that long unless they were incredibly powerful.”

“I know my way around.” I’d almost blurted out that I was pretty fucking powerful, but I didn’t want to show my hand too early. “My name is Victor. What is yours?”

“Thackgrun,” he said. It totally did sound like a barbarian kind of name.

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “Can you drop that ring weapon so maybe we can talk in person?”

“No,” he replied. “My soulring stays with me.” His eyes were still searching the boulders.

“You’re crazy accurate with that thing. I’d like to talk more about us working together, but I’m afraid you’ll just kill me as soon as I poke my head out.” I crawled back a bit as I spoke so that I could yell more into the crack, and it seemed as if his eyes turn to where my fern was. I froze my movements and could hear my heart pumping the blood through my body like a lopsided washing machine.

“It seems we are at an impasse, Victor,” the man said. “I am unwilling to give up my weapon, and you are unwilling to show yourself.”

“I’m sure you can understand my hesitation,” I said. “You’ve thrown your soulring at me twice already, and I have not made any hostile move toward you.”

“You surprised me,” he yelled.

“Are you kidding me? I just yelled a greeting. Look, I know this is a crazy dangerous world, but I’d prefer for us to get along and team up.”

“You are one man,” he said. “You may have survived longer than me, or you might be lying since I told you how long I have been here first. As it stands, I believe you have nothing to offer me.”

“I guess that is your decision,” I said as I pondered how to extract myself from the situation. On the one hand, I did want Thackgrun to join us, but he seemed resistant to the idea of working with me. Something in my gut told me that I didn’t want to use the fact that we had a base to leverage his decision, so I wasn’t going to mention it.

I thought about how I would have acted in his position. I wasn’t a badass barbarian dude with muscles layered on top of muscles, but if I’d managed to live on this world for a week or two, and I saw someone else that wanted to team up, I’d be super grateful. This guy didn’t seem interested. It could have just been that he wasn’t a team player, but something seemed a bit weird about the conversation.

“It is my decision,” he said as he looked around the boulders again.

“Alright,” I called into the crack. “I’ll let you get going.”

“No,” he said. “You will leave first.”

“Nope,” I replied.

“If I move to leave, you will follow me and attack me.” His voice was a loud bark, and I guessed he was projecting his plans for me onto him. Or maybe he wasn’t. I’d hate to kill an innocent man, but I realized that I was now putting myself and the women in my tribe in danger. Thackgrun knew I came here for water, and it would only be a matter of time before he found our base. He’d be able to kill us from a distance if he wanted.

I hated to be an asshole, but this guy was fucking dangerous. It was either join or die, and I was now certain that I didn’t even want this guy to join.

I wasn’t being an asshole. I was protecting myself and the women I loved.

“Look, man,” I shouted. “Last chance. Get out of here and don’t come back. I made you an offer, and you refused. If you want to live, just go away and don’t come back to this river.”

“No one tells me where to go. I am Thackgrun. Warrior emperor of the Arkatia People. My soulring has killed hundreds of men, and I have claimed their wives and possessions as my own. Victor, I will offer you mercy by killing you quickly, and I will swear on my father’s honor that I will not devour your corpse if you present yourself to me.”

“Ohh, fuck this guy,” I muttered under my breath. I was happy he’d shown his true colors, and I was glad that my gut had been right. I didn’t want him anywhere near my friends, and the decision to kill him now wouldn’t even be a feather’s weight on my conscious.

Thackgrun flicked his wrist half a moment after his soulring dropped into his hand. The golden missile arched toward the boulders where I hid, but a half second read of it convinced me that he was going to miss me. I still backed away from the crest of the boulder just in case, and I heard the ring bounce against the rocks like a spasmodic pinball.

Half a moment later, I realized I really fucked up, and I rolled out of the way as the soulring spun out of the crack that I had been talking into.

If I had been a fraction of a second slower, the weapon would have cut me in half. It instead bounced off the rock right next to me, launched into the air, and then spun around through the sky back over the river to return to the muscular blue-skinned man.

I scurried back up the top of the boulder and watched him punch his fingers through the hole in the middle of his weapon. The ring spun around his arm a single time, and then he twisted his muscular torso around to fling it in the air again. This time, the gold ring went way wide and passed over the river far to my left.

I didn’t want him to run and escape into the forest, so I commanded Katie to slowly exit the river on his side and then move to flank him from behind. I planned to bring Nicole at him as soon as the other trike was in place, but then my eyes focused on Thackgrun’s blue face, and I felt my stomach drop.

He was staring right at where I was crouched behind the fern.

I spun around with my spear in my hands in time to see the man’s soulring coming right at me from behind. It was flying as fast as an eagle and the only thing I could do was thrust the haft of my spear out like some sort of shield.

The soulring slammed right into my weapon, and I felt my feet lift off the boulder.

Then I was falling.

The cold fist of the river grasped me a moment later, and my back collided with the muddy river stones at the bottom. The force was enough to push the air from my lungs, and I kicked around frantically in an effort to find the surface.

I popped up out of the water, but as soon as I gasped for air, a massive hand wrapped around my neck and Thackgrun lifted me out of the water like a ragdoll. I felt my spine chiropractic-crack as the weight of my body pulled on my neck, and the blue barbarian let out an evil sounding laugh as he held out his right hand. His soulring instantly returned there, and his thick fingers danced around the inside of the weapon with the elegance of someone who had done the movement millions of times.

“Now you do not get a quick and clean death,” he growled as he smiled, and I saw that his teeth were sharp like an alligator’s.

“All you had to do was be nice, and I would have let you live and join us,” I choked out around his grip, and I could see a look of confusion come to his face.

Then Nicole’s nose horn tore through his chest like a red-hot poker through a piece of tissue paper.

Thackgrun’s blood was bright red, but the bones of his ribcage were black like obsidian. The man looked down at the horn coming out from his chest with an expression of complete disbelief, and then I felt his hand lose all of its strength around my throat. My legs went back into the water, and I pulled free of his grip as the last light of life fled his eyes. His arms went slack, and I grabbed his right hand with my left and then let his soulring fall around my arm. The outside part of the ring was sharped to a razor’s edge, but the inside was made to be gripped, and it actually felt really comfortable in my fingers. I doubted that I could throw it more than twenty feet, and I knew it wouldn’t come back, but we might be able to use it for something around the camp.

“Too fucking bad,” I said as I cleared my throat and massaged my Adam’s apple. “Throw him in the river, please.”

Nicole twisted her head and flung the blue-skinned man’s body into the current. It made a very small splashing sound when it landed, and I commanded Hope to come over to me so I could mount her. While I waited for her, I spent a few moments thinking about all the men that Thackgrun had claimed to have killed. He might have lied about them, or he might have been telling the truth. Either way, he was an asshole, and now he was dead, and I hoped that I’d avenged some of the men he had killed and the wives he had claimed to have taken.

Something pressed against my shoulder, and I turned to find Hope nuzzling me. The sight of her big eyes made me sigh, and I reached up to pet her under her chin.

“Thanks, Hope,” I said.

She let out a little toot and then pushed her nose gently into my chest.

“Yeah, you are right. Fuck him, he was an asshole. We’ll find cool people to join us.”

I jumped on Hope’s saddle and then commanded Cher, Katie, and Nicole to follow us back to the camp. The ride was uneventful, but I did feel a bit of dread growing in my stomach. Thackgrun was the third man that I had met on this planet, and the other two had also been skilled warriors. Were all the men taken by our captors fighting type men? Were they all aggressive? The first man I had met was Heracula. He had looked like a cross between Hulk and a shark. He’d been somewhat nice to me, but I hadn’t really spent more than half a minute with the soldier. The other man I had met was the monkey-man Kelg, who was also a soldier, and he had tried to betray me as soon as he could. A sample size of three wasn’t enough to make a judgement call, but I wondered if a warrior background was what the aliens wanted.

If so, I totally didn’t fit the bill. The only fighting I was good at was Street Fighter, and video game moves wouldn’t help me here.

But I’d still won. Thackgrun had underestimated me, and now he was dead and I was alive. Yeah, I’d taken an unexpected dip in the river, but he’d taken an unexpected trike horn to the chest, so once again I’d defeated Dinosaurland.

I just had to keep winning.

When I rode through the gate, I found Trel tying the last bit of cordage around one of the platform posts. Everyone but Galmine had been watching the spider-woman work on it, but they all turned their attention to me when I stopped the dinos beside them.

“What happened?” Sheela asked as her feline eyes focused on the ring in my left hand.

“I met someone, he was an asshole, now he is dead,” I said.

“There is another survivor?” Kacerie asked, and her blue eyes opened wide with excitement.

“There was,” I corrected her. “He wasn’t a good dude, but it doesn’t matter. He isn’t a threat to us anymore. We have a ton of work to do. Trel, please begin working on the sled. I want to get all the spare branches inside the fort before the sun goes down.”

“I will start on it right now,” Trel said as she smiled at me.

“Great,” I said as I glanced at the golden ring in my hand. “Everyone else, get outside the walls and carve up those carcasses. We need the sinew, skin, teeth, bones, and meat.”

“Yes, Victor. Thank you for protecting us.” Sheela’s eyes glowed as she appraised me, and then she grabbed a stack of baskets and led the women past the trikes and out of the gate.
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Chapter 6

“Now that they are gone,” Trel said as soon as everyone left. “Will you explain what that is?” Her finger pointed at the soulring I’d taken from Thackgrun.

“He had the ability to throw this thing with accuracy for maybe eighty yards. I asked him if he wanted to work with me, and he was more interested in fighting.” I slid off Hope’s back and walked toward her. I intended to show her the circular piece of metal, but before I could hold it out to her, Trel wrapped her hands around my shoulder and neck before she passionately kissed me.

“Your clothes are wet,” she murmured after our lips parted.

“I fell in the river,” I said. “Second time today, actually.”

“You should take them off,” she purred.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, and then I pulled her mouth to mine for another taste of her lips.

“You need to be careful,” she whispered after we enjoyed each other’s mouths again. “I would be lost without you. We all would.”

“As I recall, you wanted to kill me and feed me to your children just a week ago.”

“Pft!” she raspberried. “A week ago is a long time. Everything has changed. You know how I feel about you, Victor. You are the best of men, intelligent, handsome, driven, and a wonderful lover. I would not be happy if you died. If we were on my world, I would want your seed spread throughout all the duchesses so that we could create a stronger species.”

“Uhhh,” I stammered a bit since her words caught me off guard. “Did you just say you’d want me to have sex with a whole bunch of other women so that I would get them pregnant?”

“Yes, why do you look so confused?” She ran her long fingers through my hair and then gently began to scratch my scalp. The sensation was heavenly, and I felt my tense muscles began to relax.

“Ahh, well, the females of my species don’t really want their mate making babies with other women. A man and a woman often get married, and then they are committed to each other for life with no other lovers.”

“Sounds foolish,” Trel purred.

“But your kind normally kills their mates,” I pointed out.

“Our men are useless,” she said. “You are not. Of course, I am your wife, and your primary lover, but my kind is committed to creating a more powerful and successful race with each brood batch. You are better than all other men, so you should impregnate as many females as possible so we collectively grow stronger. I would not be worried that you would prefer another woman to me since I am the best.”

“About the wife thing…” My voice drifted into a sigh as she scratched a really nice part on my scalp. “We didn’t get married.”

“What do you mean?” she asked as she paused her fingers.

“There wasn’t a ceremony or--”

“We are lovers, you will help me care for our young.” She shrugged. “Galmine and Sheela are also your wives. It is fine. You worry too much over titles.”

“I worry too much over titles?” I smirked at her and was about to remind her about the hundreds of times where she told me she was a duchess, but she laughed before I could, and moved her hands down to take the soulring from my grasp.

“It is sharp on the outside,” I warned as she held it in her palms on the inside curve.

“It is an interesting metal and heavier than I expected,” she said as she studied the weapon. “You said he threw this at you?”

“Yeah, and then it returned to him like a boomerang.”

“Boomerang?” she asked as she blinked at me.

“Uhh yeah, shit, must be weirdness with the translators. This thing returned to him like it had a mind of its own.”

“You are right, it is very sharp,” she said as she ran her claws along the outer rim. “I don’t think I can create a fire hot enough to melt it down, but maybe I can build an axe out of it. If it holds an edge better than the stone ones, it will save time.”

“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” I said. “One more thing for you to do.”

“I want to get sand for the filter,” she said. “And clay. They are the most important tasks.”

“Let’s try to go tomorrow,” I said. “If you finish that sled, and we get all the wood moved inside the fort walls, then everyone else will have plenty to do tomorrow. We can take a quick trip to the ocean and get you sand. We’ll take the river there and look for a spot to get new clay.”

“Hmmm,” Trel said as she looked at the pile of wood she was about to use to make the sled. “After I finish this, I believe I should work on the saddle for the trikes. If we take Bob, then we can carry hundreds of pounds of sand and clay back.”

“Do we have enough baskets for that?” I asked.

“We have eight baskets that will carry clay. We will order everyone to switch to that task after they finish with the carcasses outside.”

“But they will need to gather fern leaves,” I said with a chuckle. “I guess it isn’t too much of a diversion from my plan.”

“We also have spare clay pots to carry the sand,” Trel said. “We should bring as many containers as we can.”

“Alright,” I said as I started to put together the immediate pieces of the plan together in my head. “I think our bottleneck is going to be getting all those branches inside of the fort. So, we need to focus on getting the sled done. Can I help you build it?”

“Of course,” Trel laughed, and then she gave me a quick description of her plan.

Trel’s design of the sled was similar to the gate door setup, it involved taking three long vertical logs, strapping on smaller horizontal logs, and then attaching it to Hope’s harness at the front. She wanted to leave the loose offshoot branches on as many pieces as she could so that the pine needles kind of provided a lubricant over the ground. It took us about an hour to put together, but the sun was beginning to make its return trip to the other side of the planet, and I guessed that we only had four or five more hours of daylight left.

“This will be large enough to fit around Bob’s chest,” Trel said as she handed me one end of the harness. “Help me put it on him.”

“Got it,” I said as we worked together to put it over Bob. This design was also simple, and it would actually be easy for Bob to slide out of if I just commanded him to lower his head and step backward.

“Let’s give it a try,” I said I climbed onto Bob’s back and into the saddle. A moment later he was pulling gently on the sled and was dragging it slowly across the grass.

“Seems smooth,” I said as I looked at Bob’s long tail. “Do we need to make the ties a little longer, so his tail doesn’t accidentally knock over the payload?”

“We are running out of cord,” Trel said with a shrug. “I can spend ten more hours on it and make it perfect, or you can just start using it, and we’ll pick up pieces as they might fall off the sled. This can be sloppy as long as it works.” Trel looked up to the sun, and I knew she was thinking the same thing I was. We didn’t have much time left in the day, and there was a shitload of stuff to do still.

“I’ll get moving then,” I said as Trel easily spider-climbed up Bob’s back to sit behind me. Then I commanded Bob, Sonny, Cher, and Hope to go out to the work pile.

As I exited the walls, I turned to my left to see how Sheela, Kacerie, Liahpa, and Emerald were doing on the carcasses. They were still working on the allosauruses, but I saw that the first one had been skinned and cut open at all the limbs so the team could get to his tendons. The claws of the predator had been removed, and Sheela and Liahpa were in the process of hammering out the massive teeth with their stone hatchets. All four of the women were covered with blood, but they were chatting with each other as they worked, and they waved at me when I raised my hand.

“We are going to bring the wood into the gate!” I called out to them, and they all nodded before they returned to their work.

“Ugh,” Trel groaned. “I guess I should go help them.”

“They would probably appreciate it,” I said, “but let’s make sure this harness is working okay before you go.”

Bob dragged the sled next to one of the wood piles, and I commanded Sonny to kind of lift, nudge, and shoulder push the nest of branches. The stack slid and then toppled over onto the sled, and while it wasn’t a perfectly organized stack, I decided to just see what happened if Bob pulled on the weight. I gave him the order to move, and the thick rope cords that Trel had crafted strained under the tension of his bulk yanking on the weighted sled.

Then the load began to move.

“Yes!” I shouted as I did a little fist pump. “It worked!”

“Of course it worked,” Trel said with a dry laugh. “My designs always work.”

“You were worried,” I said as I stuck my tongue out at her, and she gave me a coy smile that made my stomach flutter.

The sled made it back into the gate just fine, and I commanded Sonny to push the load off into another pile. We’d dropped a few pieces on the path here, but the process had produced about four times the amount of wood in one trip than we had when we manually dragged it, so I knew it was a more efficient solution.

I hauled the sled back out of the gate again, and then Trel tapped my shoulder. I turned to look at her, and she gave me a deep kiss before she wordlessly slid off Bob’s back and walked on her human legs over to where the other women worked. I watched her tight ass sway in her boy shorts when she walked, and then I returned to my work once she had made it to Sheela.

I lost count of the trips I made back and forth with the sled, but the sun was just a few hours away from sunset by the time I finished moving all of the piles of logs and branches inside of our outer gate. The women had finished carving most of the four carcasses up around the time I completed my task, and I brought the sled over so that they could pile the baskets of sinew, claws, teeth, and skin on top for easy transportation. Sheela had also cut out the liver, hearts, and tongues out of the four massive dinosaurs and I gave her a raised eyebrow when she threw them on top of the sled.

“They are high in nutrients,” she said with a slight smile.

“They look like they weigh sixty pounds each,” I replied. “We won’t be able to eat all this before it goes bad.”

“Then I will discard them,” she said. “This opportunity is too good to pass up. The stag you brought back was a good source of darker meat, but these parts will further revitalize us.”

“Alright,” I said as I smiled at the blood covered woman. “I’ll let you take care of the project.”

“Thank you, Victor.” Her eyes glowed when they met mine, and then I remembered that we needed to get more ferns for baskets.

“One more job we have to do before we turn in tonight,” I said. “We need to gather more ferns and start making baskets. Trel and I are going to try for the ocean tomorrow for sand, and we’ll travel alongside the river in hopes that we find clay.”

“Those are our only baskets,” Kacerie said as she wiped the back of her bloody hand across her bloody face and blinked a few times. She looked exhausted, they all did, and I knew I was pushing them a little too hard.

But there was still work to do.

“We’ll take everything close to the inner walls, dump what we can there, and leave someone to help Galmine sort through all the meat and sinew. Then we’ll come back with the sled and baskets and get more ferns.”

“Okay,” Kacerie said with a nod, and then they all sat on the sled. I instructed Bob to move, and we were soon parked near the slow roasting venison. Galmine was tending to the meat, and she moved to help us unload while I gave her a quick run-down.

I helped them move all the baskets off and pour the sinew out on the grass. We probably had hundreds of yards of the stuff, and I began to daydream for a few seconds about all the rope, twine, clothes, and bowstrings we could make with the material. I only had a few minutes to think about it, and then we had unloaded everything and the group was waiting for my next round of instructions.

“Kacerie, you are going to help Galmine organize everything,” I said as I turned to the blue-eyed woman.

“Okay, thanks,” she said with relief clear in her voice. I’d seen her movements dragging, and she’d stifled a yawn more than a few times. Sheela and Liahpa both looked fresh, Emerald moved slowly, but hadn’t yawned or seemed frustrated, and Trel didn’t complain when I asked Kacerie to stay back, so I figured I made the right decision.

On our way back out of the gate, I commanded Bob to continue his walk with the sled over to the closest fern grove, slid off his back while he walked, and then turned to the women on the saddle.

“Trel and I are going to start the digging process for the trench,” I said as I gestured for the black-haired beauty to come to me. “You three start collecting the ferns, and we’ll come help you as soon as I have the parasaurs start the digging.”

“Yes, Victor,” Sheela said, but I saw Liahpa’s pretty mouth frown slightly as Trel walked toward me.

“Okay, Trel,” I said as I pointed to Sonny and Cher, “tell me where to dig and how deep to go. I don’t think I’ll be able to finish tonight, and I’ll have to take them all to get water in an hour or so, but I want to get them started since they aren’t doing any work right now.”

“Hmmm,” Trel said as she tapped her finger on her lips and paced the ground beside the walls. I saw her blink her Eye-Q on and then she gestured with her hand on the ground some thirty-five feet away.

“That’s pretty far,” I said.

“The dinosaurs are rather large,” she said with a shrug.

“How deep do I need to make it?” I asked.

“At least twenty feet,” she said. “That will give us thirty-five feet of height advantage if someone is at the bottom. Well, less than that depending on how tall the person or dinosaur is.”

“We could take the spare dirt and form a gentle hill on this side,” she said as she gestured away from the wall. “Then they will have to climb up the hill and be exposed to our arrows before they have to go down into the trench.”

“Huh,” I said as I glanced over to where Sheela worked gathering ferns at the tree line. I would have liked her advice on matters of war and defense, but I supposed nothing I did now was permanent, and I guessed that she would end up agreeing with Trel, anyway.

I ordered Sonny and Cher to start digging, and the parasaurs went to work like a pair of dogs looking for a big juicy bone. When it became obvious they got the dimensions that I wanted to dig out, Trel and I walked over to the ferns and started helping Sheela, Liahpa, and Emerald gather components for the baskets.

The five of us worked in a comfortable silence, but I caught both Liahpa and Emerald shooting me glances. The silver woman seemed to be annoyed with me, and I guessed it was because she thought that I wasn’t doing my fair share of the manual labor, but Emerald’s glances were a little harder to identify. Her white reptilian eyes were more than a little creepy, but I sensed no hostility from her.

“Great job, everyone,” I said about an hour later after we had filled all the baskets and put another giant stack of ferns in the center of the sled and made our way back to the spot outside of the inner walls of the fort. “This will make a few dozen baskets and give us a hundred yards or so of cordage.”

“Is that our next project?” Liahpa asked, and I saw her eyes drift over to Sheela.

“I’m going to take the dinos back to the river for a drink.” I looked over to the fires and saw Kacerie turning long slices of organ meat over the flames. “You all can take a break and grab some food. Then we can all sit around the fire and work on baskets or cordage until it is time to sleep.”

Liahpa opened her mouth to respond, but Sheela spoke before the silver woman could put a voice to her words.

“I will go with you to the river. We should bring all the empty water jugs to refill.”

“Sounds good, Sheela. I’ll leave two trikes here and take the rest. Toss me a spear? I dropped mine in the river.”

She nodded, grabbed two spears leaning against the wall, tossed one, and then climbed up on Bob’s back while Trel took off his cordage harness. Kacerie and Emerald brought us out six empty water jugs and helped us attach them to the back part of Bob’s saddle.

A few minutes later I was riding through the redwood forest with a group of dinosaur escorts. Sheela pressed her toned body against my back while we rode, and she didn’t let up on her grip until I reached the edge of the redwoods before the river.

“Thanks for coming with me,” I said as I checked the shores of the river for movement.

“No thanks are needed,” she whispered in my ear. “I am your woman, and we are meant to protect each other. I should not have let you come alone earlier.”

“I’m okay,” I said, but I didn’t turn around to look at her.

“I am here for you if you need it,” she said.

“I might need to talk later,” I said, “but now I’m just sad.” I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, so I commanded the dinos to go down and drink. I’d left Nicole and Tom guarding the gate, but everyone else quickly got down to the business of filling their giant stomachs with river water.

“Why are you sad?” Sheela asked as we got off Bob’s back and grabbed the water jugs. I realized that I did want to talk to her about what happened, but I bent down to fill up my water jug before I began to speak.

“I’m worried that we are going to have to fight a bunch.”

“We are already fighting to survive,” she said as she filled her jug and then raised it over her chest to pour water over herself. She was covered with dried blood from butchering the dinos, but the cold water washed it away from her light layer of fur and bikini. The water also caused her nipples to press urgently against the thin fabric of her tattered bra, and I forgot what I was about to say.

“Victor?” Sheela asked me when she noticed me staring at her.

“Nothing, uhh, that was just really hot,” I said as I felt heat come to my cheeks.

“I am confused,” she said. “This water is cold.”

“Oh, ahhh yeah. Soooo what was I talking about?” I asked as she returned to filling up her water jug.

“Fighting to survive,” she reminded me.

“Oh yeah. What I meant was that we’ll have to fight other survivors.”

“We do not know that for sure,” she replied. “We could find other peaceful settlements. Or we could find none. We do not know how large this world is. If it is the size of my planet, it could take years to walk its circumference.”

“True,” I said with a chuckle. “You know what is weird? My species lived in a beautiful green and blue planet. We call it Earth in my language. We’ve spent tons of time and energy looking for life on other planets, but for our level of technology, the solar system was vast, and our galaxy impossibly large. We never found life on another planet, but some scientists hypothesized that we shouldn’t even be looking. We shouldn’t attract attention. The galaxy seemed quiet, like a forest when all the animals knew there was a predator around. They theorized that it was just safer to be unknown since anything that found us would probably have the technology to destroy us easily. Turns out they were right. I was plucked from our world in half a moment.”

“Do you think that the potential other tribes out there are more capable than us?” Sheela asked as she lifted her full jug up and walked it back to Bob.

“I’d be certain of it,” I said as I handed her my filled jug and then took an empty one.

“Why?”

“Think about how hard it has been,” I said. “If I didn’t have my Tame ability, would we have lived this long? Would we have had the ability to make the fort? Hell, the first one we built was destroyed by a stampede that was a fraction of the size of the one that hit us this morning. It’s possible someone got on this planet after us and managed to carve survival out, but it’s more likely that the tribes on this world have been doing it longer. They might be more advanced than us, have more people, and probably will be more ruthless.”

“Why do you think they will be more ruthless?” Sheela asked as we filled our second jugs.

“Because that’s what happens when you survive longer,” I said. “I asked the guy if he wanted to join up with me, but he attacked instead. Next time I’ll be more careful. The time after that I’ll be even more careful.”

“Careful does not have to mean ruthless,” Sheela whispered.

“Maybe not,” I said. “But you all are my priority. I don’t want to tell survivors that they need to join or die, but I also don’t want to risk getting stabbed in the back.”

“I understand,” Sheela said. “You will do what is right. I trust your judgement.”

“Thanks,” I replied as we walked back to Bob to grab the last two empty jugs. The beautiful woman smiled at me, and we kissed each other briefly after we’d tied the second pair of filled jugs on Bob’s saddle. The taste of her lips, and the soft purr she made when we kissed made my body heat up to a boiling point. I thought about making love to her again by the river, but I knew we had too much to do tonight, so I broke off our kiss, grabbed the last two jugs, and then turned back to my troop of dinos drinking in the river.

“What are your impressions of our new recruits?” I asked.

“I like them both,” Sheela said.

“Why?” I asked.

“They are hard workers,” the cheetah-woman replied with a shrug. “They have made no complaints so far today.”

“Liahpa doesn’t seem to like me,” I chuckled as I lifted my filled jug out of the water.

“Neither did Trel at first,” she replied. “Or Kacerie. Once they see the goodness in you, they will come to love you.”

“Ha,” I laughed. “I don’t know how much more love I can handle. I’ll settle for just being trustworthy.”

“I do not think you will have to worry,” Sheela said.

“Okay,” I said. “How can we use their abilities?”

“Liahpa can make the gate heavier,” Sheela replied. “That will help with defense. Perhaps Emerald can use her clone to scout, but she will not be able to communicate information efficiently. I am not as creative as you or Trel, but I trust that you will find a way to use their abilities.”

“Yeah,” I said as we attached the last jugs to the saddle. “I’ll figure it out. I think the dinos are done. Let’s go back, get the other trikes their drink, and then we can get to work on the next project.”

We rode back to the camp, dropped off our water, and switched out the guard crew so that the other trikes followed Bob back to the river. Just as before, Sheela and I watched the shore for any movement before we let the dinos go down. I realized I was starting to get a bit paranoid when I looked up into the branches of the redwoods for potential threats, but I figured that I’d rather be paranoid than dead.

After Sheela and I returned from our second trip, we regrouped with everyone around the cook fires. Trel had expanded the whole set up, and there were now twelve fires slowly smoking deer meat, roasting dinosaur organs, and heating four jugs of water. We actually had enough food to feed four times our number of people, and I felt an incredible sense of gratitude fill my chest. Food hadn’t been much of a problem since we had arrived, but the sight and smell of the roasting meat made me realize how fortunate we were to have been set down in this location of the planet. I didn’t know the width or breadth of terrain types on Dinosaurland, but the aliens could have dropped me off in the middle of a tundra or desert, and I wouldn’t have lasted an hour.

“We got a lot done today,” I said to everyone as Galmine passed me a plate of smoked venison. “The sun will set in fifteen minutes, and we need to review what we are going to do for the next few hours.”

“Water filtration,” Trel said before anyone else could open their mouths.

“Yeah,” I replied. “That’s top on the list, along with digging the trench, building the platforms, crafting more weapons, making a garden, and--”

“There is a lot to do,” Liahpa said as she cleared her throat. “We get it.”

“Do not interrupt Victor when he is speaking,” Trel growled at the silver-haired woman.

“We’ve just been over this before,” Liahpa said as she raised her hands.

“Yeah,” I said. “I know I’m repeating all of this a bit, but we need to make sure we are all on task and spending our time on the right projects. Trel is correct, water is our priority now. I already said that we are going to make a trip to the beach tomorrow and grab some sand. We are also going to get clay. We have a lot of baskets, but we need to make more tonight, and we are going to need a saddle for Tom since we’ll be taking him.”

“Why Tom?” Kacerie asked.

“He’s got the most space on his back,” I said with a shrug. “I hate to leave with him, but we’ll put the gate doors back in place, and Nicole and Katie should be able to protect you all if something attacks. The beach is too far away to make daily trips in safety, so I only want to do this once. If Trel and I can get a lot of sand and a bunch of clay, we’ll be set for a few weeks.”

“What about the soap?” Kacerie said. I noticed that all the women’s hands were clean, but their clothes were still covered in dried blood.

“Will you be able to figure it out tonight?” I asked her.

“I don’t think so,” she admitted with a frown. “I did get some fat from the dinos we just butchered. I wanted to start playing around with it.”

“You’d rather do that instead of making baskets?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, and I saw her bite her upper lip as she waited for my response.

“We need baskets,” Trel said. “Then we can bring more clay back. Kacerie is our second best basket maker.”

“Second best?” the pink-haired woman asked as she shot Trel an exasperated look.

“You are not quite as good as I am.” Trel grinned. “The soap can wait.”

After Trel said the words, she turned to me for confirmation. All the women actually turned to me, and the realization of how far I had come as a leader kind of punched me lightly in the stomach. When Sheela had first saved me and brought me to Galmine and Trel, I’d been probably the least useful member of their group. Now I was the unquestioned leader, and both Liahpa and Emerald would do what I said just because the other women did what I said. The next group of people that I saved would follow my direction with even less coercion. They would just conform to the group norm.

And the group norm was to do whatever I told them to do.

“Kacerie is the only one who has any clue about how to make soap,” I said. “I want her on the project. If she has free time to help with the basket she can, but we really need soap. Trel, you are a great teacher, and I’m sure you can show Emerald and Liahpa how to make baskets tonight. Sheela, Galmine, and I will help, and we should get a bunch done before we go to bed. Tomorrow you can work with Kacerie to build Tom’s saddle. The sooner you both get it done, the sooner we leave to get sand.”

“I suppose that is the best decision,” Trel said as she smiled at me.

“Thanks, Victor,” Kacerie said, and then she turned to Galmine. “Do we have any extra clay pots I can use? I just need two.”

“We have exactly two that I can spare,” the rock-skinned woman said. “I will go get them for you.”

Kacerie took the two pots and filled them with river water. In one she stirred gray and white ash from the fire, and in the other, she put a chunk of fat she had carved from one of the dinos. She set both pots near the fire to warm, and then she kept an eye on them while she worked on twisting the fern leaves together for baskets.

While we all worked on baskets, we chatted about our home worlds. I had heard a bunch about what life was like on Trel, Sheela, and Galmine’s world, but Kacerie opened up a bit about her past. Her society sounded very close to a typical United States type culture. Everyone had jobs, earned money to buy stuff, and focused on a career. But when we began to talk about her career as a hair stylist, I learned that our species were pretty different.

“Your occupation is decided at birth,” Kacerie said when Sheela asked her if she enjoyed being a hairstylist.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“What do you mean, what do you mean?” She smirked at me.

“Who decides, and how do you even know when you are born what you are going to do?” I clarified.

“Our controllers determine what jobs will need to be done when you come of age based on population and needs. Then you are assigned that job based on the traits and class of your parents.”

“Class?” I asked as I felt a chill enter my stomach.

“Yes,” she said. “Don’t you have social classes on your world?”

“Uhh, well yeah, but they aren’t really etched in stone. They are kind of fluid depending on how much money you make and how good looking you are.” I laughed as I spoke and realized how dumb my words sounded.

“Yep,” Kacerie said. “Sounds like we have the same thing. My parents were considered top tier with physical beauty and were ranked a ten, but they were only ranked a seven for work capabilities. The controllers decided that I should be a hairstylist since the job requires that I understand beauty, and can work harder than average.”

“That’s crazy,” I said. “So, you trained to it your whole life?”

“Yep,” she shrugged. “It is the only job I have ever known.”

“But do you like it?” I asked. “What if you wanted to do something else?”

“Like make baskets?” she laughed as she raised the cluster of leaves she held in her fingers. “The controllers are almost always right, but sometimes there are re-assignments. I never thought about it. I liked being a hairdresser. I was the best in my city, I had my own salon, and I was servicing the elite class every day when I worked. The men I was dating were all good looking and rich.” Her blue eyes turned away from me and then stared into the low flames coming from the ground. “I was at the peak of my career and life. Now I’m here. Covered in blood, mixing fat so I can try to make soap, weaving leaves together, and trying not to get eaten by a dinosaur.”

“I’m sorry,” Galmine said as she rested her hand on Kacerie’s shoulder.

“Not your fault,” the pink-haired woman replied as she sniffed. “If it weren’t for Victor, I would have died in a few minutes. He saved my life, and then you all took me in. I know I was a bit of a bitch when I first got here, but I guess I still haven’t accepted that this isn’t some sort of nightmare. I keep thinking I’m going to wake up and be in my comfy bed in my apartment.”

“Yeah,” Liahpa sighed. “I know the feeling.”

“What about these controllers?” I asked Kacerie. “Who are they? What do they do on your world?”

“Hmmm,” she sighed as she blinked her light blue eyes. “They are our rulers. They keep our people moving forward toward prosperity.”

“Are they elected?” I asked.

“Elected?” She looked at me with confusion.

“Yeah,” I said. “On my world, we have a bunch of different countries with different government structures. Some have a democracy where the people vote for the laws. Some have a republic where the people vote for the people that vote for the laws. Some have a monarchy or dictatorship where the rulers’ law is absolute and everyone does what they say. Did your people elect these controllers?”

“Oh,” Kacerie laughed. “No, uhhh. They are… machines. Computers? I’m not sure the word is translating to you correctly.”

“Yeah,” I replied as I nodded. “That’s interesting. So, you have computers that rule over the living and breathing people of your planet?”

“Yep,” she said. “I never thought of another form of government. We don’t even discuss such things.”

“How about war or fighting?” I asked. “Do the same controllers rule over your entire world?”

“Yes,” she said. “My people don’t really have fights amongst themselves. It would obviously be over quickly.”

“Why would it be over quickly?” Liahpa asked with interest.

“All of my kind have Lance,” Kacerie said with a shrug. “It eliminates the other person instantly.”

“Really?” The floating woman’s red eyes opened wide.

“Yes.”

“How about you, Liahpa?” I asked. “How was your world set up? What kind of government?”

“We have five countries on my planet,” she answered. “They are all democratic but separated by nuanced personal beliefs of each citizen. That way, the women of my world can live in the type of society they wish to live in. There have been no wars since we eliminated the men. We play lift ball to get out whatever aggressions we might have. I’ve oversimplified it; you wouldn’t appreciate or understand the nuances, so I don’t care to explain them.”

“Fair enough,” I said with a shrug.

“And all of you have men on your worlds?” Liahpa asked the other women cautiously. They all nodded, even Emerald, who had turned out to be very adept at weaving baskets, and was putting them together almost as quickly as Trel.

“The men on my world are different from Victor,” Sheela said as she gestured to me. “They are not as nice, or attentive, or caring. They are strong, arrogant, and capable of overpowering most women.”

“That sounds awful,” Liahpa hissed.

“Yes, and no,” Sheela said with a shrug. “Women are expected to serve men. That could be the reason they are like that.”

“Men on my world are idiots,” Trel scoffed. “They are nothing like Victor. Except in looks.”

“Looks?” I asked.

“Yes,” Trel replied. “Not as handsome of course.”

“But what do you mean by ‘looks?’” I asked.

“Hmmm.” Trel’s lips moved around as if she was tasting wine in her mouth. “They look like you. They lack the female legs and web manipulators.” Trel held out her fingers and her spider legs tapped on the grass.

“Wait, the males on your planet don’t have legs coming out of their backs and they have hands that look like mine?”

“Yes. Oh! I see.” Trel laughed lightly. “You thought the men looked like me. No, my dear Victor. Only the women of my world have these. The men look like you, save that they have the black eyes and fangs. No one on my planet would give you a second glance if you walked down the street.”

“I see.” I felt my stomach drop a bit when I realized why Trel had been confident I would get her pregnant. For her, I wasn’t much different than the males on her world. The realization made my head spin, and I again wondered about the plans that our captors had for us. Did they intend for us to populate this world with our cross-species offspring?

The thought was another rabbit hole that I had been avoiding thinking about. The women and men all seemed somewhat humanoid in appearance. Trel looked human besides her spider legs, black eyes, and long claw-like chitin fingers. Sheela looked human except for her thin layer of fur and cat-like eyes. Both Galmine and Liahpa looked like humans with gray and silver body paint on, Emerald looked like some hot girl doing a lizard-woman cosplay design, and Kacerie looked as if she was human. Only her pink hair and light blue eyes made her seem unnatural, but people on Earth would have just thought she had dyed her hair, and they would have told her that she should have been a mascara model because of her gorgeous face and striking eye color.

The women had also turned out to be sexually compatible. Trel, Sheela, and Galmine had vaginas that looked like a human woman’s. They got lubricated naturally when I slid my penis into them, and they had orgasms. I might have been looking too much into it, but it seemed like our captors had some sort of design with this world and its captives. I didn’t have the full picture yet, but I didn’t think it was a coincidence that we were all here and could have sex with each other.

Trel had also hypothesized that our captors were only taking the most powerful representation of our races.

“We are running out of leaves,” Kacerie said as she reached back to the stack. “We can only make one more.”

“We did good work,” I said as I glanced at the stack of ten leaf baskets we had made. “If we can find a good spot for clay, we’d be able to bring back enough for all of Trel’s planned projects.”

“Yeah,” Trel agreed. “And a bathtub.”

“Ahh! Bathtub!” Galmine exclaimed, and we all turned to the gray-skinned rock woman as she stood and slowly moved to the other side of the fire. “We have plenty of water, so I set these jugs to the side so they can warm. Ahh.”

Galmine pulled one of the water jugs away from the spot near the cooking meat and then pushed a finger inside. “It is a bit warm, I have heated six of them. We do not have soap, but I figured that some of you might want to use the water to wash the blood off before we all retired for the night.”

“Ohhh, Galmine,” Trel purred as she stepped toward one of the jugs. “You are so thoughtful. This will almost be as good as a bath. The dark-haired woman reached to her tight silk bra and peeled it up and over her shoulders with a single smooth movement. My eyes were drawn to her freed nipples like iron to powerful earth magnets, and I felt my mouth start to water as she reached down to shimmy out of her tight boy shorts.

Sheela got up and began to remove her own bra, and then Kacerie cleared her throat. Sheela, Trel, and Galmine all turned to her, and the pink-haired woman nodded to me.

“Uhh, Victor?” Kacerie smirked.

“Ohhh, uhhh, yeah,” I said as I felt my face turn red.

“What is wrong?” Trel asked.

“I’m not going to undress in front of a man,” Liahpa seethed, and I turned to see the woman’s red eyes regard me with the burning intensity of twin magma pools.

“Pfft,” Trel hissed. “He will not be looking at you. Don’t you see how impressive my body is?” she ran her fingers down the sides of her hips and legs, and I felt all the blood leave my brain and go somewhere else.

“It’s okay,” I said as I let out a long sigh. “You all can uhhh, clean up, or whatever. I’m pretty tired. I’ll just go into the hut and crash. Sheela, can you organize the watch for tonight?”

“Yes, Victor,” she replied as she removed her bra and panties. Her naked body was as delicious looking as Trel’s, and hunger for her spread through my body.

I got up quickly from my spot on the grass and spun around so that they didn’t see my erection. Then I walked around the wall, under the doggie-door gate, and into the hut. I felt something brush my feet while I walked, and I looked down to see Jinx weaving in and out of my legs as I stepped.

“Hey buddy,” I said as I reached down to scratch him. “You hanging out with me tonight? I guess they are kicking all the men out of their little bath party, huh?”

Jinx let out a long, sad sounding chirp, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

Then I walked into the hut, threw some more wood on the fire, and fell asleep a few moments later.
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Chapter 7

“Victor,” Galmine whispered in my ear.

“Hmmm,” I sighed as I forced my eyes open. I could see a slight trickle of the early morning light coming into our hut, and I blinked a few times.

“Do you wish to sleep for a bit longer?” she asked, and I felt her lips press against my earlobe.

“Uhhhh,” I moaned when her tongue slid gently into my ear. “Is everyone else awake? Did I miss my watch shift?”

“Sheela wanted you to rest for the entire night since you did not sleep well last night.” Her whisper was hot in my ear, and it sent a shiver down my spine.

“Everyone else is already up?” I asked. I didn’t hear anyone talking outside the hut, but my mind was still a bit sleepy.

“Yes,” she replied as she kissed down the side of my jaw. “Kacerie and Trel are building a new saddle for Tom. Sheela, Liahpa, and Emerald are working on the platforms. They are all working near the wood piles beside the gate.”

“Ahh,” I said as I sighed again. “I’m guessing that you woke me up because you had a special task planned for me?”

“Oh, yes, Victor,” Galmine whispered in my ear. “It has been too many days since I felt your hardness against my soft body. I crave your heat.”

I turned my head so that I could kiss her, and her hands moved to unbutton my shirt while my hands slid down her back to cup her ass.

We didn’t speak. We didn’t need to. Galmine’s protective skin over her nipples and vagina were now gone, and I moved my mouth and tongue over her with grateful licks. She took my pants and underwear off in between my licks, kisses, and bites, and then she moved down to take me in her mouth.

“Just lie back and relax, Victor,” she said after I gasped with pleasure. “I’ll take care of you.”

And then the beautiful curvy woman did take care of me, and I returned the favor.

Afterwards, we lay in each other’s arms and I ran the tips of my fingers through her thick hair. I knew that I had a shitload of work to do today, but I also knew that it wouldn’t hurt to spend a few more minutes snuggling with my lover. Because she couldn’t move fast, Galmine had to stay near or inside of the walls for her own safety. It meant that no one was really around for her to talk to all day, and I guessed she might have been lonely.

“We need to go on a ride outside,” I said. “I want to show you our valley.”

“I’d like that,” she whispered as she dragged her fingers across my bare chest.

“When Trel and I get back today. As long as there is enough time.”

“If you both return with clay, I will need to spend some time treating it,” she said.

“Naw,” I said. “Trel or Kacerie can do that. We need to get your garden started, so I’m hoping you can see some plants when we are riding around.”

“It is not that simple, Victor,” Galmine said with a gentle laugh. “Clay is somewhat delicate. Because of my abilities, I can sense the impurities and inconsistencies in the material. I take these out so that the bowls, jugs, and plates we make do not crack when heated. I also know the right way to heat them so they are the strongest. Kacerie and Trel are using the material that I have already worked with so it will create perfect pottery. If I don’t manipulate it first, we will lose half of the stuff we make.”

“Ahh shit,” I said. “I didn’t realize you were doing all that. I thought it was just the same clay we pulled from the lake.”

“Oh, it is,” she said, “but it needs to be adjusted to the correct consistency. I can teach Trel and Kacerie to do that, but the clay would need to be dried first, then crushed with a mortar and pestle. Then it would need to be filtered carefully and combined with some larger sand bits for strength. I can do it easily by feel, so it saves us a lot of time.”

“Okay,” I said with a laugh. “You’ve convinced me. You are the boss of our clay operation now.”

Galmine let out a playful giggle, and I untangled my arms from her hair so we could both sit up. She helped me gather my clothes, and I put them on before I gave her a parting kiss and walked out of the hut.

“Hey, Hope!” I greeted the parasaur, and she wagged her tail a bit as she sat inside of her pen. “How you doing this morning?”

Hope let out a happy toot, and I scratched under her chin where she liked for a few moments before I planted a kiss on her nose. “You are a good girl.”

She let out a quick series of excited toots and I laughed as her tail wagging caused the fort wall to vibrate.

“Let’s go get a drink,” I said, and the horse-sized parasaurs stood from her pen and then walked out of the doggy-door gate with me.

I saw the rest of the women where Galmine had said they would be by the gate. Kacerie and Trel were both on Tom’s massive back, and they both looked to be adjusting some straps that attached to the big trike’s shoulders. Tom didn’t seem to mind the two women climbing on him. He stood calmly in the same “V” formation with Nicole and Katie where I’d left him last night, and he calmly munched on the grass at his feet while the two women worked on attaching the various ropes to him.

Sheela, Liahpa, and Emerald were some fifty yards to the right of the gate. They had put together two more of the platforms, and as I climbed on Hope’s back, I watched the trio flip a section of the unfinished third platform over on its side so they could wrap a section of cord around easier. They seemed to have reached an efficient build strategy, and I figured it would only take them another fifteen minutes or so to finish this one.

“Good morning,” I said to Kacerie and Trel as I rode Hope up to them.

“Good morning, Victor,” Trel said as she gave me a smile. I noticed that the design of her bra had changed a bit. Yesterday it had been more of a silk cloth wrap, but now it looked like a sexy piece of lingerie that revealed the tops and sides of her breasts with a web-like pattern.

“Good morning!” Kacerie said happily as she tugged on one of Tom’s cords. Her once white blouse was colored pink from the blood yesterday, but it wasn’t crusty and nasty looking anymore, so I guessed she had used some warm water to wash it.

“How’s it looking?” I asked them both as I gestured to Tom.

“We are almost done,” Trel said. “Maybe another hour or so. By the time the sun is up over the mountains, we’ll be ready to go.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’m going to talk to Sheela, Liahpa, and Emerald, and then I’m going to take the dinos to get drinks. I’ll leave Tom here.”

“Good,” Trel said. “The timing will be perfect.”

I rode over to the other team and exchanged good mornings with them. The trio seemed to be in a good mood, and I gave them praise for how quickly they had put together the platforms.

“I’m going to take the dinos for drinks,” I said. “I’ll just do one shift, so Tom will be the only one here for a few minutes.

“I will come with you,” Sheela said.

“Can I go?” Liahpa asked. “I wish to see this river.”

“One of us should stay and help Emerald with the platforms,” Sheela said.

“Can you stay, Sheela?” the floating woman asked as she raised her eyebrows a bit.

“Are you sure you want to go with me alone?” I asked Liahpa with surprise.

“Yes,” she nodded. “You cannot do anything to me. If you try, I will kill you.” The woman made a fist, and I heard all of her knuckles crack.

“Uhh. Maybe I should just go with Sheela,” I said after I inhaled through my teeth.

“No, ahhh, sorry,” Liahpa said as she looked at her hand and unclenched it. “I want to go with you. Alone. I need to go with you. Alone.”

“Uhh, alright.” I shrugged and then realized that I hadn't commanded Bob, Sonny, and Cher to come over to me. I did so, and the big parasaurus came running over from where they were grazing inside of the walls.

“You can ride on Bob,” I said, “or I’ll let you ride on Hope.”

“I will ride with you,” she said, and then she slowly lowered her floating stance until her bare feet touched the grass.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s get on Bob though. Hope can carry us both just fine, but Bob won’t even notice.”

Emerald waved to us, and we turned to see her point back toward the fire pits where the meat was still smoking. The green-scaled woman made a motion as if she was drinking, and I gave her a smile.

“Ahh yeah. The water jugs. Thanks for the reminder, Emerald.”

She nodded and then fixed her strange white eyes on me. The way she stared at me was starting to creep me out a bit, but I still didn’t sense any hostility from her. She just never seemed to blink when she looked at me.

I reached my left hand down to help Liahpa climb up Bob’s back, and the silver woman bit her upper lip for half a moment before she took it. Her palms were sweaty, but my grip didn’t slip, and she was soon sitting with her breasts pressed into my back.

“You can put your arms around my waist,” I said.

“Uhh, I will. Please just give me a moment.” I felt her sigh through where she leaned against my back, and then she slowly reached her arms around my stomach.

She was trembling, and her breaths were coming out in sharp gasps.

“Uhh, Liapha, you don’t need to come with me. It’s totally fine if you just want to stay--”

“I’m okay,” she hissed, and I felt her arms tense around me. “Let’s go.”

“Alright,” I sighed. “Jugs first.” I turned Bob around and sent him back to the outside walls of the inner gate.

Liahpa slid off Bob’s back as soon as we made it there, and she handed the empty jugs up to me before getting back on. As soon as I had secured them to Bob’s saddle, I helped her regain her seat on Bob’s back, and we rode out the gate with our dinosaur escort.

“Trel, Sheela, and Galmine first camped in the cave,” I said over my shoulder as I pointed to the cave with the orange birds. “We got forced out by those squawking assholes and made the smaller fort that connected to the big tree.”

Liahpa didn’t answer me, but I guessed that she heard my voice.

“This is the spot where Kacerie was teleported,” I said as we angled to the south side of the clearing. “We had just finished building the walls, and then we had been attacked by raptors.”

“The same black ones that attacked Emerald and me?” she asked.

“No, smaller green feathered ones. I haven’t seen them around in a few days, but I imagine you’ll see one soon. They are mean fuckers.”

We traveled into the redwood forest and we didn’t talk for a few minutes. When we made it to the tree, I explained that we could actually ride Hope inside to get to the shore of the river, but I didn’t think the other parasaurs would fit.

“And we are going to wait here for a few minutes,” I said as I slowed everyone down a few dozen feet from the edge of the forest. “Last time I was here I got attacked, so I want to make sure that the shore is clear.”

“Okay,” she replied, and her arms let go of my stomach as she let out a long exhale.

“So… what did you want to talk about?” I asked after I’d looked across the river for a few moments.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I doubt you wanted to come out here alone with me to see the river,” I said. “You can’t stand to be around me. You must want something, or you wouldn’t have wanted to get me alone.”

“No,” she hissed into my ear. “Not every woman wants something from you, man.”

“Okay,” I shrugged. “I don’t see anything. Do you?”

“No,” she answered, and I urged Bob forward with a mental command. I’d made his movement quick on purpose, and Liahpa let out a gasp of surprise before she threw her arms around my stomach. Then she seemed to realize she was holding on to me tightly, and she let go so that she could just hold onto my shirt.

My troop of dinos walked into the river and bent their necks to get their morning drink. I commanded Bob to sit on the shore so we could get down without making too much of a splash, and then I gestured for Liahpa to follow me.

“You just dunk the jugs in the water?” she asked after I had handed her one from Bob’s back.

“Yeah,” I said, and then we both waded into the water.

The silver-woman watched me duck my own jug under the surface of the river, and then she mirrored my movement. We were standing only a few feet away from each other, and she kept her red eyes on me the whole time.

I kept my eyes on her as well, but it was for a completely different reason than why she was probably watching me. Her tight superhero-looking outfit squeezed her lithe body like a second skin, and the shape of her long muscles were clearly highlighted by the slight swell of the material.

“Why do you look at me?” she asked as her eyes narrowed.

“You are looking at me,” I said with a shrug, and then I pulled the jug out of the water, took a long drink, and then filled it again.

“I am not looking at you,” she hissed.

“Whatever,” I laughed and then walked back toward Bob.

“Why do you laugh?” she asked as she floated next to me with her jug in her hands.

“Look,” I sighed. “Just tell me what you want. It will make this whole damn thing easier. I know you don’t like me. Hell, you are terrified of me--”

“I am not terrified of you, Victor,” she growled and actually looked a bit scary when her eyes narrowed.

“You were shaking like a leaf in a tornado when you clung to me,” I said. “I don’t care that you are scared. I get it, men are like ancient monsters to your people. I was pretty terrified of dinosaurs when I first got here.”

“But you control them,” Liahpa said, and her face looked confused. “Why were you afraid of them?”

“I didn’t know I could control them,” I said as I gestured to the dinosaurs I had tamed. “I still don’t know how my power works exactly. My point is: I get why you are afraid, so it isn’t shameful. It’s just, uhhh…” I was about to say “part of being human,” but that wasn’t going to work here, so I shrugged at her.

“You control the dinosaurs, I do not control men,” she said.

“Ha. Are you kidding? That’s the dumbest shit I’ve ever heard.”

“Why?” Her eyes narrowed again.

“Uhh, have you looked in the mirror ever? You are gorgeous. Absolutely beautiful.”

Her eyes narrowed dangerously, and for half a second I thought I had gone too far by complimenting her.

“You are trying to trick me,” she growled.

“Trick you?” I let out a slight laugh again. “Like into what? You have a strength rating of 10. You could probably break me in half if you wanted.”

“You have your dinosaurs,” she said as she pointed to Bob.

“Yeah, but you were the one who asked to come out here alone, so don’t turn this around on me. You don’t get how men work because you haven’t had one on your planet for like a few thousand years, or at least you don’t know how the men from my planet work. We’d do pretty much anything for a beautiful woman. Hell, the only reason men bother to get jobs, clothes, and brush their teeth is so they can impress beautiful women. Someone like you on my planet could have whatever she wanted from pretty much any man.”

“You jest,” she said as she shook her head. “That is not how the men of my species worked. They were monsters.”

“You said you’ve never met one, though.” I shrugged. “Could be that they were just fine, but you’ll never know. Maybe there were just a few bad eggs, and then the women did away with them all. I don’t know your history, but I can say most males of any species of animal on my planet go to crazy lengths to impress the female of their species. Spiders have mating dances, birds have bright plumage, and the males of my species try to make as much money as possible with hopes that we can attract the prettiest woman.”

“So, it is all about looks with the men of your kind?” she asked. “You only care for a woman’s physical attributes?”

“No,” I sighed, “but I’m not going to lie and say looks aren’t a factor. All I’m saying is that you have more power than you think with men. Look at this.” I gestured around to the river. “I’m here alone with you because you asked me. If you were a man, who was as strong as you are, and had spoken of your dislike of me, there would be no way I would be here alone with you.”

“So, you think I am not as dangerous as a male then?” she asked as her eyes narrowed again.

“No,” I laughed. “We are going around in circles a bit. I’m here, with you, alone, because I’m an idiot. A beautiful girl asks me to do something, and I do it for her. Plenty of men have died for women as beautiful as you. Some men might be physically powerful, or violent, or evil, but we are almost all a bunch of idiots over women. One of the biggest battles in the history of our world was over this woman named Helen. Hundreds of thousands of men died.”

“You are going to tell me it was because she was the most beautiful,” Liahpa said as she shook her head.

“Yeah, sounds like you know this story already.” I shrugged.

“This is why men are a problem,” she sighed. “Instead of judging a woman on her merit, you judge her by her physical appearance. It is foolish.”

“Sure,” I shrugged, “but you are forgetting one thing.”

“Oh?” she asked as she raised a silver eyebrow.

“Most women on my world would give anything to look like you, and if you lived on my world looking like you do now, you’d want to be with a man that made a bunch of money so you could live a life of luxury, and you’d have whichever one you wanted.” I finished attaching our jugs to Bob’s saddle and then I handed her the next empty one.

“It would not be about the money with me,” she said as she took the jug from my hands. “I would want more in a mate. Hypothetically speaking. The thought of being with a man makes me ill.”

“Yeah, I understand. I wouldn’t want to just be with a woman that was only beautiful.”

“No,” she scoffed as we bent down to fill our water jugs. “You are with three beautiful women. You do not even need to choose.”

“Trel is beautiful, but also a genius with a quick wit and amazing sense of humor,” I said as I tried to control my anger. “Sheela is brave, cunning, and trustworthy. Galmine is nurturing, compassionate, and caring. None of my lovers are just brainless beauties. I think you are the one who is judging them harshly. That’s another way to get a man mad; insult his women.”

“Ahh, no,” Liahpa said quickly. “I apologize, Victor. That was wrong of me to say. You are right. I have not known them for very long, but I have come to respect them. Therefore, I have come to respect you, since they trust you.”

“Oh,” I said with a bit of surprise. “Uhh, thanks.”

“You were right about me,” she said after we had filled our second jugs with water.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I am… ahhh.” She sighed heavily, handed me her full jug, and then took the next empty one from my hands. “I am terrified of you. I have never been more terrified in my life. I have never been afraid of anything. As I said, I am one of my world’s premier lift ball players. I play the hardest position, and I have trained all of my life to be attacked by the strongest of women. Yet the thought of being alone with you makes me want to run away, hide, and cry. I feel as if I am a child again. You have been nothing but kind to me, but touching you makes me want to vomit, and I feel as if I have lost all control over what makes me Liahpa.”

She hadn’t looked at me the entire time that she spoke. Instead, she focused on filling up the jug in her hands. When she finished speaking, she did look into my eyes, but it was hard to read her expression.

“So, you came out here alone with me to face your fears?” I asked.

“Yes,” she replied with hesitation.

“So… uhhh… How’s it going?” I asked as I smiled at her.

“Better than I thought it would,” she said. Then we both laughed, and I saw her perfect teeth flash before she raised her hand to cover her mouth shyly. “You’ve kind of turned me around.”

“I have?”

“Yes, I expected you to… I don’t know, reveal who you really were when we were alone. I expected you to turn into a monster and attack me. Instead, you have given me much to think about.”

“I think you are pretty brave,” I said as I lifted my jug up from the water. “Most people that are afraid of something tend to avoid it. You didn’t like the way your fear made you feel, so you met it head-on.”

“I wouldn’t call me brave,” she said as she laughed again. “My legs are still shaking, and I’m not looking forward to getting back on the dinosaur with you.”

“The ride back will be quick,” I said as I smiled at her, “and if you ever want to talk about stuff, I don’t have a problem trying to help you work this out in your head.”

“Ahhh,” she said as she handed me her last jug. “There is one more thing I wanted to ask you about.”

“Sure,” I replied as I tied the jug down on Bob’s saddle, but Liahpa didn’t speak right away, and I turned to look at her as soon as I had finished with the jug.

She had her arms crossed tightly over her breasts, her teeth clenched, and her hair floated in the sky like a cluster of angry snakes. I couldn’t really read her facial expression, but she looked like she was actually in pain.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Liahpa bit her top lip, inhaled a long breath, and then stared at me with her burning eyes. “I want to see it.”

“See it?” I asked, but as soon as the words left my mouth, I guessed what she was talking about.

“Your p-p-penis,” she stuttered, and I could see her jaw clench.

“Really?” I asked as I shook my head.

“Yes,” she growled.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she spat as her eyes narrowed at me.

“Is that uhhh… going to help you?” I asked.

“Yes,” she nodded. “I need to conquer my fear. Please.”

“Talk about ripping the band-aid off,” I sighed as I climbed down from Bob’s back.

“Band-aid?” she asked with confusion apparent on her face.

“Nevermind,” I said as I took a deep breath and reached for my belt. For half a second, I wondered if this was such a good idea, but then I remembered my own words: men are pretty much idiots, and would do anything for a hot woman. And if a hot woman asked to see your penis, you pretty much had to say yes.

“One last time--”

“Yes!” she interrupted me, and her red eyes focused on the groin of my pants.

“Alright.” I was about to be worried that the cold water from the river had caused some shrinkage, but her demands to see me had created the opposite effect. I was rock hard, and I spared one last look at Liahpa’s trembling body before I unbuckled my belt, unzipped my fly, hooked my thumbs inside of my underwear, and then tugged it down so that my dick sprung free.

Liahpa stared at it with her eyes wide and her mouth opened in a perfect “O” shape. I counted slowly, and when I reached 10, I moved to pull my pants back up.

“Wait!” she hissed, and I shrugged and moved my hands away from my pants.

She stared at it for what felt like another half minute, but despite the somewhat chilly morning air, my erection wasn’t losing its strength.

“It is much bigger than I expected,” she said at last, and I let out a small laugh.

“That’s always nice to hear a woman say.”

“It is?” she asked me with confusion. “Why?”

“Ohh geez, never mind. Are you done looking at it?” I reached down for my pants again, but she waved her hands to stop me.

“Can I come closer?” she asked.

“Uhh, what do you mean?”

“I want to get a closer look.”

“Look, Liahpa, is this really helping you?”

“I am no longer as terrified as I was a few minutes ago,” she said with a shrug.

“But you are still terrified?” I sighed.

“Yes, I hate the feeling. Is this against your people’s norms?” she asked.

“Ahhh, well… It’s fine.” I wanted to explain to her that it wouldn’t be if we planned on being lovers, but I didn’t know if that would confuse her more.

The silver-woman floated closer to me, and then her feet set on the ground. She actually kneeled on the sandy shore only a few feet from me, and her eyes stared intently at my erection. My hard-on was throbbing under her scrutiny, and I felt my mouth start to go dry as I tried to think of anything else besides how close her mouth was to my cock.

“What are these at the bottom?” she asked.

“Testicles,” I answered quickly. “It is where my sperm is kept.”

“Ahh of course,” she muttered under her breath.

“Are you almost done?” I asked.

“Can I touch it?” Her eyes looked up into my face from where she kneeled before me.

“Yes.” The word left my mouth before I even had time to think, and I tried to choke it back. “Wait, uhhh are you sure you want to--” I stopped talking when Liahpa’s trembling fingers touched the side of my shaft. She pulled her hand away in surprise, but then she reached out again, and I tried to think about fat greasy men playing baseball.

“The skin is soft,” she said, and I let out a hiss when her hands wrapped around me.

“Sorry, did that cause you pain?” she asked as she pulled her hand away.

“No, it’s fine,” I whispered, clenched my jaw, and watched her reach for me once more.

Liahpa wrapped her hand around the base again, and then she gently slid her fingers up toward the tip. I could feel her hands trembling as she handled me, but her eyes were wide with curiosity, and her movements weren’t jerky.

“Dear Penthouse,” I whispered as I closed my eyes and tried to think about fat men wearing tight shorts and bouncing on pogo sticks while they tried to play baseball.

“Pent what?” Liahpa asked.

“Never mind, are you--ahhh,” I sighed when one of her fingers rubbed my tip.

“Did I touch you wrong?” she asked.

“Oh. God. No.” I said through my clenched jaw, and I drew in a long breath through my teeth. “Are you almost--”

“A few more moments,” she interrupted me as she rubbed the tip of her finger over the hole of my penis. It was apparent from the curious expression on her face that she had absolutely no idea what her movements were doing to me, and for some reason, that was a crazy turn on.

“It is soft and supple but also hard like a muscle,” Liahpa commented as she gently squeezed my shaft and then brought her hands down to my balls. She ran her fingers over these for a few moments, and then she returned to lift my penis up so that she could look at where it connected to my testicles.

“Okay,” I said as my blood hammered in my brain. “Are you done?”

“Yes,” she said as she let go of me and then stood. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said as I let out the entire contents of my lungs with one long breath.

“I am less terrified of you now,” she said as she smiled at me.

“Good,” I replied as I pulled my pants up.

“Our legends say that a male’s penis is bladed.”

“Bladed?” I asked with surprise. “Like knives?”

“Yes, with teeth. Apparently, they would burrow into a woman through her stomach and then deposit sperm in her womb. Then the woman would die giving birth.”

“It sounds like some of your legends might have been wrong,” I said as I buckled my belt, “but who knows. The men of your species might have had sharp points on their penises.”

“Yours was nice, though,” she said, and I saw her eyes drift down to my pants.

“Uhh thanks.” I felt my cheeks start to burn. I had just had sex with Galmine some thirty minutes ago, but Liahpa’s examination had me ready to go again. “Let’s get back to the camp.”

I climbed back on Bob and reached down to help the floating woman up. She took my hand without hesitation this time, and I didn’t feel her tremble when she wrapped her arms around my stomach.

We made it back to the camp without any problem, and I set Sonny and Cher back to the task of digging the hole. The sun still hadn’t finished cresting the eastern mountains, but Trel and Kacerie were almost done with the saddle, and I set about gathering all the spare ceramic containers and baskets we had just made.

“Victor! We are done!” Trel called out as soon as I’d gathered everything and had begun to munch on a breakfast of smoked venison. The meat would probably only last another few days with the smoking, but I guessed that the liver, heart, and tongue would be smoked to perfection tomorrow.

I brought the baskets and six of the jugs that I hadn’t just filled with water over to Tom. My friends had all gathered around the trike, and we quickly had all the baskets and jugs loaded on top of a pickup truck bed-like platform that Trel and Kacerie had made on the back part of the saddle. The saddle was designed with a surprisingly plush looking seat, and Trel had attached sheathes for two axes and four spears to the spot between seat and cargo area.

“I have only visited the beach to the west,” Sheela said after we had loaded everything. “I believe it is six or eight miles away, but I did not have an accurate way of measuring. It might be ten miles.”

“We’ll follow the southern river there,” I said.

“You should bring Bob, or maybe one of the other trikes,” the blonde woman said.

“That will leave you all with less defense,” I said. “I’m going to stop Sonny and Cher from digging and bring them inside. I don’t know how far of a range I have with my control, but you all should be prepared to run inside of the inner fort if you need to.”

“Yes, Victor,” Sheela said.

“You are in charge until I get back,” I said as I wrapped my arms around her narrow waist and gave her a kiss. Galmine had come out to wish us luck on our journey, and I gave her a deep kiss before I climbed on the back of Tom.

“We’ll be fine,” Trel said with her usual haughty laugh. “It’s just a few miles to get sand and clay. We’ll be back before dinner. I’m expecting all the platforms to be made, and some soap to be ready. Got it?”

“Sure Trel,” Kacerie said with a smirk.

“Just do your best while we are gone,” I said. “And be safe.”

“We aren’t the ones that need to worry about being safe,” Kacerie said as her blue eyes stared up into my face. “Come back, okay?”

“You got it,” I replied, and then I nodded to Liahpa and Emerald, gave a last look to Sheela and Galmine, and then ordered Tom to trot out of the gate. I paused on the other side to command Sonny and Cher to go inside, and then I made sure that Nicole and Katie used their horns to help Sheela and Liahpa close the gate.

Then I turned Tom south toward the river where I had just gotten water with Liahpa, and I set out on our first major exploration excursion.
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Chapter 8

This was the fourth time I had been to the river today, but Tom needed his morning drink still, so we let him take a few sips from the current before pushing westward along the shore. We hadn’t explored much in this direction of our valley, and I kept myself busy by looking left at the river and right in the direction of the redwoods. Trel didn’t say anything as we rode, but I saw her looking mostly at the water.

This was a dangerous mission. Yeah, we needed sand and clay, but if there were anyone else living in our valley, they would probably come to the river. Hell, any predator dinosaurs would come to the river, and while I knew Tom could take on a carnotaurus or Utahraptor, I wasn’t itching for a conflict. I just wanted to get to the ocean, get the sand, get some clay, and then return as quickly as possible.

Tom trotted at a comfortable pace, and I soon grew used to his stride. We’d only been traveling for ten or fifteen minutes, but the redwoods were still thick on both sides of the river, and the water began to cut more into its bed while the shore rose at a soft angle. It was becoming a gully, and I realized the slope in the land was happening because we had reached the foothills of the western hills of our little valley.

“The water is flowing faster,” Trel said as she leaned over Tom’s saddle and stared down.

“Yeah, it is probably getting deeper. I bet it cuts through the hills, but I don’t want to risk Tom drowning, so let’s stay on the land.”

“I agree,” she said, and then she glanced up the river a bit before she tapped me on the arm. “I see clay.”

“Where?” I asked as I looked down the river.

“Far side, see the lines of red and gray on the gully wall?” Trel pointed, and I saw what she was referring to. The wall looked like some sort of caramel swirl ice cream. There was no path to get down the side of the gully, but there were plenty of trees on the other shore.

“Is that bamboo over there also?” I asked as I lowered my head down a bit so I could see through the jungle leaves.

“It looks like it,” Trel said. “If we can get bamboo and clay here, it will be an efficient spot to gather.”

“The clay would be hard to get. We’d have to tie a rope around one of the trees, rappel down, scoop it in a basket, and then carry it back up. If something goes wrong, we’ll fall in the river and get carried downstream.”

“I would not have a problem with such a task,” Trel said with a light laugh.

“Yeah, I doubt you would,” I snickered. “Still, let’s see if there is a safer location farther away. We can always hit this spot on our way back if we don’t find any place else.”

We continued our journey, and the redwoods slowly gave way to tall juniper trees and shrubs as the elevation continued to climb. The air wasn’t any colder here, and we hadn’t really traveled more than a few miles from the camp at the most, but the plants definitely seemed to be turning into species that fared better in higher, arid settings.

“Dinosaurland is weird,” I said as we rode past a rugged looking pine tree that was filled with chirping blue birds.

“Are you thinking about the terrain shift?” Trel asked.

“Yeah. It seems like they just had some sort of terrain randomizer that shifts every two or three-square miles. The change isn’t that sudden, but look--” I pointed back over our shoulder to where we could still see the giant redwoods. “On my world, redwoods grow where the air is kind of damp and cool. Those scraggly tough looking junipers grow in higher elevation where water is harder to come by. Yet they are not even two hundred yards from each other.”

“Hmmm,” Trel said as she looked up to the sky and then back down to the ground. “We have already theorized that they created this world. The beings that have captured us must have some sort of logic behind the quick change in topography.”

“I have a theory,” I said as I shook my head. “I might be wrong, but I think we aren’t actually on a world. Or at least, we aren’t on a planet.”

“Why do you think that?” she asked as she raised a perfect eyebrow.

“This is obviously some sort of experiment. They are picking up males and females from all these different species and then putting them here to struggle to fight against dinosaurs. They might have the technology to survey a whole planet at once, but what if we are on just a giant spaceship? What if the ship is just flying around, picking up people, fitting them with the cyber eyes, and then dropping them down on the test lab that is already on board?”

“It is a possibility,” Trel said, “but if they are powerful enough to take us without our people knowing, wouldn’t they be powerful enough to grow a planet to their liking and perform the surveillance on us easily?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “They could. I like the ship idea though, so I’m hoping that is the reality.”

“Why do you like the ship idea?” Trel asked.

“Because it means we have an escape,” I said. “If we are on a planet, I don’t think there is a possible way for us to get home. If we are on a spaceship, it means that someone has to be driving this thing, and the cockpit is probably up there somewhere.” I pointed up to the beautiful blue sky.

“You are a dreamer, and you always have a positive attitude,” Trel said as she looked up at the sky again. “It is something I love about you, Victor.”

“Thanks,” I said with a shrug. “I just want to take care of you, and everyone else. I’d like us to get out of here if we can.”

“Yeah,” Trel said with a frown, and she turned her black eyes back to the river.

“What is wrong?” I asked.

“Hmmm,” she said as she let out a long breath. “I have been thinking of my home.”

“And?” I asked when she didn’t say anything for a half a minute.

“Do you think about going home?” she asked.

“No,” I admitted. “I just want you all to be able to go home.”

“What if we do not wish to?” she asked, and her words caught me by surprise.

“I thought you wanted to--”

“I do,” she interrupted me. “Kind of. Blah. It is complicated. Let me explain. On my world, of course, I am Duchess. My family is the most respected, and my bloodline is cherished. I lived a life of luxury. Everyone did as I asked or wanted, and the only trial I had to endure was picking a male from the hundreds of thousands that wished to inseminate me. Now, this was no easy task, mind you, but I did not have to worry about food, or shelter, or friends, or anything. I had a hundred attendees to meet my every demand, and I experienced luxury that I could not begin to describe to you.”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “You’ve told us all about it.”

“I am bragging, but you understand my troubles. I have gone from that to looking for the correct type of mud on the bank of a river so I can make a container to filter our water or carry our shit.”

“It’s a pretty big step backwards.” I laughed, and she smiled wide enough for me to see her fangs pop out from behind her full lips.

“But I love it,” she said as she shook her head. “I never really did anything on my world. I say it was hard choosing a mate, and it was, but choosing incorrectly meant very little. All of my suitors were just as capable as any other of the men of my species were. I spent months splitting hairs over the best one. Then, as soon as he filled my womb with his seed, I just killed him.”

“Yeah…” my voice trailed off as I tried to push down the weird feelings of jealousy. I didn’t like the idea of Trel having children with two other men, but I also realized that those poor dudes were dead now. She had killed them, but she hadn’t wanted to kill me.

“Here I am not worshiped for my title. I am worshiped because I am your primary wife and leader of our group. Everyone adores me because I care for them like my little broodlings. I feel as if I am needed here. I enjoy building our fort and solving our survival problems. I feel as if I have value here beyond my offspring, and I love being with you, Victor.”

I opened my mouth to question her definitions of “worship” and “adoration,” but I realized that Trel’s ego was so large, she actually might not have realized that she sometimes grated on the other women when she belittled them.

“Are you saying you don’t want to go home?” I asked.

“Well, hmmm.” She tapped her lips with her finger and thought for a few moments. “I suppose if everyone else went to their world, I would just bring you to mine and we could live out the rest of our lives in luxury, but I would not want to leave my friends behind, or you. You would need to come with me.”

“I’m surprised to hear you say this,” I said.

“Why? I have told you that I love you many times.”

“No, I was more talking about the other women. I didn’t think you had such strong feelings for them.”

“Pfft,” she raspberried. “Of course I care for them. They are my husband’s wives and my best friends. I had no friends at home. Just my servants and my sisters.”

“Your sisters weren’t your friends?” I asked.

“They were, but they were also jealous of my prestige.” Trel shrugged.

“They weren’t duchesses?” I asked.

“Oh no,” she said as she shook her head. “They were not fertile, so they could not be duchesses. Only one female per brood is capable of creating more offspring.”

“Ahh,” I said. I didn’t know much about insects, but I remembered hearing that some species only had a single queen who could produce offspring.

“My point is that I am fine on this world, with you, and our friends, and my brood.” Her hand went to her bare stomach, and she patted her sleek muscles there gently.

“Are you pregnant?” I asked.

“I do not know yet,” she said. “You seem very eager to know.”

“You said it takes a few days?” I asked. “But when you, ahhh, with the other two males, you--”

“Yes,” she said. “It was possible that their seeds would not have fertilized my eggs, but I killed them anyway. Ugh. They were annoying.”

I nodded to her and then turned around on Tom’s back to look at the terrain again. We were now in the foothills on the western side of the valley, and while the tree cover was still somewhat dense, I saw that up ahead it would turn into an open field of grass as it ran up the gentle slopes. The river we had been following was now deep inside of a gorge, and I realized we were going to have to move away from it so that we could find a good path for getting up and over the slopes and into the next valley.

“I think Sheela was on the north side of the valley,” I said as we reached the end of the juniper tree line. “The slopes on the north are bare, but there was more foliage on the bottom parts.”

“You are worried about being visible when we cross over the hills?” Trel asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “If anyone is watching this valley, they will see us riding on this slope.”

“I doubt anyone will be watching from a high enough spot to see past all the trees,” Trel said, “but your worries remind me of my plan to build up on that large redwood in the center of our camp. I need to climb up to the top, but if my guess is correct, we might be able to see across our entire valley.”

“That’s a great idea,” I said.

“I know,” she replied with her usual belly laugh. “I am a genius.”

“I think you are probably right about us being seen,” I said as I looked across the field. “If I were with Kacerie, I would worry about her bright pink hair, but if anyone saw us from a distance, they would probably just think it was a lone trike.”

I urged Tom forward, and he trotted up the slope toward the crest of the hills. I guessed that the slope was about eight hundred feet of elevation, and it took us a good ten minutes to wind up the edges so that the angle of ascent wasn’t too steep for the big trike. I made him pause right below the crest of the grassy hill so Trel and I could look over the edge and down into the next valley without a giant trike profile against the skyline.

“Damn,” I said as I saw the jungle spread out before us. “This just seems to confirm my earlier thoughts. Dinosaurland is pretty drunk.”

“Hmmm,” Trel said. “It does seem odd that we would have more jungle here, but we have jungle to our east and more jungle to our north. Perhaps our valley is just odd because it has redwoods and those juniper trees as you call them.”

“Could be,” I said as I glanced across the valley below us. It looked about four times the size of ours, and I could see the sliver of ocean peaking through the curves of the hills on the far west side of the dark green valley, “but yeah, everywhere else seems to be jungle. I don’t see any smoke or anything. Do you?”

“Nope,” Trel said. “There might not be any tribes over here.”

“Alright, let’s get going.”

I commanded Tom to crest the hilltop and then descend the other side. The jungle was pretty dense halfway down, and I weaved the big trike around a spread of palm trees while I looked for some sort of game trail that I could take through the forest. Unfortunately, my path was taking me farther away from the river, and I grew a bit frustrated after about a mile of travel.

“Damn,” I said as I looked at the jungle. “I guess we could just plow through all the plants and trees there, but that seems like slow going.”

“Agreed,” Trel said. “There has to be some sort of path the creatures are taking to travel through this valley.”

“Probably all the way on the north side,” I said. “Then we’ll have to swing back south once we cross into the next valley so we can meet up with the river again.”

“We don’t have much of a--” Trel started to say, but then a roar came from the distant jungle to our left, and we both swung or heads over to look at the trees we were skirting while we traveled on the grassy foothills.

“That sounded like a carno,” I hissed.

“Yeah,” Trel agreed. “But that does mean there is probably a path somewhere through the jungle. Those dinosaurs are large.”

“Let’s hope it is just one, and it doesn’t find us. I don’t want to fight.” I continued to push Tom in the north direction, and then I saw a wide gap in the jungle. The gap actually looked like a road, since there were stones on the ground and it was about as wide as a four-lane freeway. However, closer inspection of the stones made me realize the road hadn’t really been planned by anything sentient. It looked like it was an old riverbed that had dried up long ago. Some grass was growing up between the various thick stones, but trees hadn’t been able to gain purchase.

“This has to lead through the valley,” I said as I slowed Tom.

“It is worth a try,” Trel said. “If we keep going north, it might cost us an extra hour.”

“Alright,” I said as I turned Tom west toward the gap, took a deep breath, and then commanded him to trot down the riverbed.

It only took me a half a minute to wonder if I’d made a bad decision.

The sides of the old riverbed-road had sloped up a bit, and the jungle began to rise high over our heads so that there was only a small strip of blue sky above us. There was still room to turn around, but Tom would have to make a three-point turn, and he would lose all of his speed.

Then we heard another roar.

It was to the south, toward the river we had been following earlier, but it was hard to tell exactly how far away the predator was. Tom didn’t seem to get nervous, but the big trike probably outweighed a carnotaurus by at least two times. He wouldn’t have problems dealing with one.

But we would have a problem with two or more.

“Let’s pick up the speed a bit, buddy,” I said as I urged him to change from a trot into a canter type movement. This pace was much faster, and a bit smoother of a ride, but I didn’t think he could keep up the pace for more than half an hour before getting tired. Wind started to sting my eyes, and I guessed we were going around thirty miles-per-hour. The speed had never seemed fast in my car, but it felt very fast while on the back of a massive dinosaur.

I heard another roar from the south, but it sounded farther away now, and I let out a slight sigh of relief.

Then I heard another roar to the north, and this one sounded much closer.

“Fuck,” I growled as I glanced back at the spears and axes tied behind the saddle. Trel saw where I was looking and she reached her hand back to pull one of the spears loose.

“Can Tom go faster?” Trel asked, and her face looked mildly concerned.

“Yeah,” I said, but before I could give him the command, I saw movement behind us, and I twisted my head around more. Trel’s long black hair was twisting in the wind behind us, and for half a moment, I thought that was the movement I had noticed, but then a pair of carnotaurus rounded the corner some three hundred yards behind us.

“Shit!” I shouted, and Trel turned around.

“They are smaller than the ones you fought the other day!” Trel shouted, and I saw that, while she was right, and these did look like adolescent carnos, they were still really fucking big.

“Let’s go, Tom!” I shouted as I told him to change his canter into a sprint. The trike lowered his head a bit and followed my orders, and the wind began to whip painfully at my face.

The road we ran on had a slight northward twist, but I could see it begin to snake back to the left some two hundred yards up ahead. The turn wasn’t a ninety-degree angle, but it was still a bit sudden, so I steered Tom to the far right of the road and angled his approach into the turn as if I was playing a racing video game. The big trike obeyed me, and I had him lean hard to the left a few dozen yards before the turn came up.

Tom pushed hard into the turn, and his left shoulder came within a few inches of scraping against the walls at the apex of the turn. It had been perfectly executed, and I turned back around a few moments after I straightened him to look at the carnos. The pair of dinos obviously hadn’t spent over two-hundred hours playing Gran Turismo on their Playstations, and they skidded around the turn with too much speed. Their sides slammed into the wall, and they bounced off in a way that made them lose almost all their speed.

I turned back around and told Tom to push a bit harder. He let out a slightly annoyed sounding huff, but he still flexed his powerful legs and gave me a little more speed. There was a gentle turn to the right up ahead, and I waited until the last possible moment to slow him down and take the outside.

As soon as I hit the right turn at the apex, I saw that it was really an “S” curve, and I’d ended up taking the first angle a little too acutely, I adjusted Tom’s speed a bit and then punched him through the last segment so he could accelerate. I was positive the maneuvers had gained me a lot of distance on the two chasing carnos, but I wasn’t going to feel good until we’d completely dropped them.

I took three more turns as efficiently as possible, and a distant roar behind us made me think that they had given up the chase, but then I heard another set of roars up ahead, and two larger carnos plowed through the right side of the jungle.

“Ahhh, fuck,” I growled as soon as I saw them, but my stomach dropped even more when another pair emerged from the left side of the jungle even closer to us.

I had only moments to think about my next course of action, and the world seemed to slow to a standstill as my brain twisted through my possible options. The pair on the right was farther away, but they had both pushed through the jungle and were dropping into the river bed with clumsy movements. It would take them a few moments to recover and stand up, and then they would be a threat.

The pair on the left were closer to us, but they seemed more cautious. They had just poked the upper bodies out of the thick jungle, and I wondered how easy it would be for them to shake the tree vines free of their legs and get on the road.

There were also the other two behind us, and I realized that I really only had one course of action.

“Hold on!” I shouted at Trel. “I’m going to ram them!”

Trel didn’t say anything, but I felt her hands wrap around my stomach, and her hair whipped around my shoulders for a second.

Tom knew what I wanted, and the big trike let out a thunderous snort of air before he picked up his speed even more. We blew by the pair of carnos that had just stuck their heads out of the jungle, and their snapping jaws missed taking my arm off by about ten feet. They crashed into the road behind us, but we were moving too fast, and I felt my eyes tunnel vision on the pair who had first dropped onto the road. The one on the left had fallen on his side when he dropped down from the shoulder of the river bank, but the one on the right had regained his footing, and he turned toward the lumbering Tom with his teeth bared.

I aimed the trike’s horns right at that fucker and prayed we’d all live through the collision.

Tom raised his head at the last moment, and his top right horn slammed into the carno’s face. The thing let out what I imagined was going to turn into a screech of agony, but the predator didn’t have much of an opportunity to get air out of his lungs. Tom had too much speed, and the carno’s face was ripped apart a moment before my trike plowed over him like a steamroller over a milk bottle.

The carno we passed on our left snapped at Trel and me, but I was ready for the movement and dodged to my right a fraction of a second before his teeth clamped closed. I could feel the warmth of the dino’s breath on my face, and I could briefly smell its stench, but then Tom was past him, and I felt my heart start beating again.

“You okay-- ahh!” I started to say to Trel, but the carno had already started moving, and I had to yank the beautiful woman to the side so that the predator didn’t bite her in half.

Trel spun around me while she used her spider-legs to maintain her balance. The carno made another lunge at us, but Trel had grabbed a spear from the sheath on the side of the saddles and jabbed the beast right in the nose with the point of her weapon when it tried to strike. The carno screeched as it pulled its head away from us, but the malevolent look in its eyes made me think that it was way more pissed off than it was hurt.

“Victor!” Trel shouted as I threw myself forward on Tom to avoid the carno’s teeth. The thing let out another hiss, and I guessed that Trel had poked it with her spear again.

I twisted around on Tom’s saddle and moved to reach for one of the spears, but the carno seemed to guess what I was doing, and he snapped his teeth right where I was trying to reach. I screamed another round of curses at him, and then tried to reach again, but he snapped once more, and probably would have taken my arm off if Trel hadn’t slammed her spear deep into his right eye.

The carno let out a screech and twisted its head violently to the side. The movement tore the spear from Trel’s grasp, but the carno also lost his balance, and he slammed his left shoulder into the wall before he kind of ping pong balled off the sides of the alley. He then tripped over a boulder that Tom had avoided and tumbled to the group like a rolled barrel.

But there were three more carnos right behind him.

I twisted back around to look at where Tom was going. I knew the carnos would catch up to us on a straight away, so I was hoping that there were some turns up ahead we could use to gain some distance. Unfortunately, I didn’t see any turns. Nor did I see much of an end to the claustrophobic jungle.

“They are gaining on us!” Trel shouted over the wind and glanced back to confirm her words. The three carnos were sprinting with their heads down, and I could see the two ones that first chased us way behind.

Fuck.

“Come on Tom!” I shouted as I urged the big guy to go faster. He grunted, huffed, and then slammed his massive feet into the dried riverbed harder, but his speed really didn’t increase.

The big guy was starting to get tired.

I felt Trel’s hand grab onto my shoulder and I glanced back to see her standing on the saddle with a spear in her left hand. The lead carno was about fifty feet behind us still, but Trel pulled her arm back with the spear and made as if she was about to throw the weapon.

“Wait till it gets closer!” I shouted as I double checked the road ahead of us. We were still on a straight path, so I turned around and reached for one of the other spears.

The lead carno was closing distance on us, and I could hear the blood pump through my brain over the sound of the wind. Our second to last spear came easily into my hands and I readied myself to fend off one of the most aggressive predators to have ever lived with what pretty much equated to a toothpick.

The carno moved to snap at Tom’s tail, but I saw the beast’s jaws move forward, and I commanded the trike to pull his ass up a moment before the carno’s teeth snapped shut. The predator actually seemed confused when his jaws closed on empty air, but he didn’t have much time to figure out what happened because Trel dashed forward onto the trunk part of the saddle and hurled her spear at the carno.

The weapon flew with surprising accuracy, and it hit the carno right square in the nose. The beast let out a surprised squawk as it flinched back, and the suddenness of its upper body movement caused its legs to slip out from under it. The beast skidded, bounced against the side of the riverbed wall, and then crashed into the other two carnos that were right behind. The three of them didn’t quite go down in a pile like the Three Stooges, but they all lost their footing for a few moments, and Tom quickly gained a good hundred yards on them.

“Great throw!” I shouted at Trel, and she nodded at me before she grabbed the last spear from our saddle.

I turned back to see where Bob was running and then felt my stomach drop. The road was slowly sloping upward, and about half a mile in the distance, I could see what looked like a massive wall of stone. I realized that it was an old waterfall made of five blocky steps, but each step was about ten feet high, and it was going to slow Tom down a bunch if he tried to climb them.

And they might actually be too high for him to climb.

I turned back around to see that the carno Trel had hit with her spear was no longer in the race. The two other were though, and I could also see the first pair of smaller ones way back behind them. I twisted my head back around to look at the waterfall and then considered the carnos’ running speed. I did the math in my head as I tried to calm myself, but I knew the truth.

They would catch up to us right as we made it to the waterfall steps.

“We have to take those two out!” I yelled at Trel. She gave me a questioning look, and then I gestured back to the waterfall wall that we were charging toward. Her eyes turned into large pools of black ink, and she nodded before twisting back to our pursuers.

“What is the plan?” she shouted.

“I can’t turn him around to charge,” I shouted in return. “We have to slow down and try to stab them.”

She nodded, but I could easily see the fear on her beautiful face.

I commanded Tom to slow his speed a bit, and the massive triceratops snorted with surprise. He still did what I told him to do, and his sprint slowed down to almost a fast canter.

The carnos roared as they realized they were closing the gap, but I then increased Tom’s speed again when they got within fifty yards. Trel wound her arm back to throw her spear again, but I grabbed onto her arm and then gestured with my own spear.

“We only have two left! Don’t throw one or we might lose it!”

She nodded at my words and then crouched on Tom’s back with her spider legs poised up to strike at the carnos.

The first one tried to bite Tom’s tail, but I made him pull up his ass again, and the bite missed. Then I made the trike cut his speed suddenly, and the two carnos darted to the side so that they wouldn’t run into him. I’d been ready for the movement, and I shoved my spear at the left one as he tried to twist away from the trike.

The point of my weapon slammed deep into the carno’s shoulder and it growled as it turned to snap at me. I’d already pulled my spear out of his flesh though, and I jabbed it into his chin when he darted close. He howled again when the spear dug into his flesh, and he slammed his left shoulder into the side of the river wall as he tried to get away.

I tried for one more stab, and my spear scratched across the carno’s nose before it fell back behind us. The beast let out an angry screech when I cut it again, and it thrashed its head back and forth as it ran.

I turned to the carno on Trel’s side and saw that my love had buried her spear into her carno’s nose like a toothpick through a cucumber. She was also slamming the tips of her spider legs into its face, but the carno jerked its head away when one of her legs caught him in the eye, and he yanked the spear out of her spider hands.

“Here!” I shouted as I handed Trel my spear and grabbed one of the axes on the saddle. It wasn’t the optimal weapon for this fight, but both of the carnos were moderately injured, and I guessed they would think twice about attacking us again.

A moment later, I was proven wrong when the pair of carnos sprinted to catch up with us again.

The one that had attacked me first went after Trel, but she jumped back as it snapped at her, poked two of her legs in each of its eyes, and then slammed the spear I had given her into the front of its jaw. The carno thrashed away from her with its eyes closed, and the right side of its skull smacked into the side of the riverbed wall. The dino went down like a tumbleweed, but the second carno stepped to the side and then crouched down mid-run as if he was going to try and jump on Tom’s back.

I commanded the trike to sprint forward as the carno leapt through the air. Tom ended up being just a little too fast for our attacker, and the predator missed landing on top of us. The movement cost the carno a bunch of momentum when he landed, and I turned around to see that the waterfall steps were getting closer. Ideally, we would take care of this fucker and then be able to climb the steps before the first pair of younger carnos got to us, but I saw them closing in fast from behind, and I knew that I was going to be cutting it close no matter what option I picked.

I slowed Tom some more so the carno could regain his footing, and then I had Tom speed up again when the carno tried to snap at the trike’s tail once more.

Trel stabbed out with her spear and caught the carno on the nose when he attacked again, but this time, the predator twisted to the right as soon as she hit him, and the spear broke in half. Trel shouted at the same time as the carno screamed, and I jumped toward Tom’s rear so that I could slam my stone axe down on the end of the spear that Trel had just used. Despite the predator’s thrashing, my axe hit right on target, and the spear dug deeper into the massive lizard’s maw and came out the other side of its chin.

The carno howled and swung its head around like a dog with a cone around its neck, but it was no longer chasing us, and I focused on the pair of younger carnos who still chased us. They were about a hundred and fifty yards behind us, and I turned to see that the waterfall steps were about a hundred yards ahead.

“We are going to try to make it up!” I yelled as I jumped back in the front seat. I felt Trel’s hand grab my shoulder again, but I couldn’t quite hear her response over the wind.

I did my best to study the wall as we approached, and my stomach dropped a little. The steps really did look too big for Tom to climb up on, and I knew I’d made a terrible mistake. Then I glanced at the sides and saw that the left side of the wall below the first step sloped up a bit, and the right side below the second step also sloped up a bit. It appeared that other dinos had climbed either up or down the steps and created a kind of switchback turn in the rocky mud on the sides. I couldn’t quite tell if the sides were wide enough for Tom to scrape up, but I didn’t really have much of a choice. I aimed him at the left corner and tried to cut his speed so he wouldn’t slam into the second step if he did make it up the slope.

“Come on, Tom!” I shouted. “Get on up!”

Tom snorted with annoyance and then kicked his rear legs hard against the riverbed. For half a second, it felt as if his front legs slipped on the mud of the slope, but then his rear legs followed through and he twisted to his right to run up on the first ledge.

“Yes! Go, Tom!” I shouted as I turned to my right and saw the two remaining carnos running toward the steps. I had thought that the wall would have given them some sort of trouble, but they were running right toward the slope, and I realized that they must have already known about this way to get up.

“Shit! Go, Tom! Go! Go! Go! Go!”

Trel’s fingers dug into my shoulders, and her hair wrapped around my neck as Tom sprinted up the next slope and twisted around the bend. He didn’t slip this time, but the next slope switchback looked slick with mud, and I felt my butthole tighten when he almost slipped off it and tumbled down the side.

“One more!” I yelled as Tom let out a huff of exhaustion and made his last sprint.

This final switchback was a bit easier to get up, and I commanded Tom to turn around as soon as we made it to the top. The area up here was covered with larger and smoother stones than below, and there was actually a trickle of water cutting down from the side of the natural road. I didn’t have much time to study the area, since the carnos were right behind us, and they were screeching as they ran toward the last switchback.

“Victor! Why are we waiting?” Trel gasped, but I ignored her question and commanded Tom to charge as soon as the pair of carnos came out at the top of the stairs.

I had no idea what the predators expected to happen, but I was absolutely positive they didn’t expect Tom to charge at them. They probably didn’t expect him to spear them with his horns. And they definitely didn’t expect to get rammed off the side of the dried-up waterfall. Yet, that was what happened, and the pair screamed when they toppled off the first step. Then they each smacked their skulls against the second step, bounced down to the third, and then tumbled the rest of the way to the floor some eighty feet below us.

One of the carnos let out a whimper and squirmed a little, but the other one wasn’t moving at all, and I guessed the whining one would soon be dead.

I looked up from the two carnos but didn’t see the injured ones following us. There was a possibility they were circling through the jungle to come at us from another angle, but I guessed that they had decided we were too difficult to eat, and went somewhere to lick their wounds.

“That was amazing,” Trel said as she wrapped her arms around my stomach and pushed her face into my back.

“You did great.” I leaned back into her and let out a long sigh of relief.

“I did nothing, Victor,” she whispered. “You controlled Tom and used him to escape and defeat those predators.” Trel squeezed me harder and sighed. “You have saved my life so many times. I am so proud to be your wife. To think that I belittled you when you first came to us. I was such a fool.”

“You aren’t a fool,” I replied. “And you did plenty during the fight, Trel. You built this saddle, and you defended us against carnos with your spear and legs. We are a great team.” I turned around in my seat, lifted her chin, and then kissed her lips. Her mouth met mine eagerly, and her pointed fingers kind of kneaded into my shoulder as she moaned into my mouth.

When our lips finally parted, she raised her fingers to stroke my beard while she stared into my eyes. We didn’t speak for a few moments, but the smile on her face told me everything I needed to know about her feelings for me. Only a few weeks ago she had told me that she would have put me at the end of her suitor line, but now she was hopelessly in love with me.

And I was in love with her. Trel was brilliant, cunning, beautiful, and in control of her sexuality like no other woman I had ever met. Part of me thought I didn’t deserve her, but that was the old Victor. That was the guy who hated that he was poor and knew he didn’t have any upward mobility anymore.

That Victor was almost dead now. I was a new man. I controlled the dinosaurs, and I protected my women.

“Let’s keep moving,” I said as I turned around in the saddle. “This road turned out to be a highway to the danger zone, eh Tom?” I couldn’t help but giggle, and then my giggle turned into a full-on laugh that melted all the stress and tension from my muscles.

“Why are you laughing?” Trel asked when Tom started moving.

“Ohhh,” I sighed. “So, I named this triceratops after this actor, Tom Cruise, and he was in this movie called Top Gun, and… well, you know, it doesn’t matter.” I laughed again and then turned over my shoulder to smile at her. “Let’s get going. We aren’t quite safe yet, and we haven’t even accomplished half our mission.”
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Chapter 9

It was hard to tell the exact distance we traveled after the waterfall wall, but I figured it was another mile. Then the riverbed ended in what I guessed was once a lake bed but was now just a massive shallow bowl of rock, sand, and gravel. In the center of the bowl, some fifty or sixty feet down, was the massive skeleton of a pliosaur. The skeleton was kind of curled up on itself, but I guessed it was probably sixty feet in length.

There was a gentle slope on the side of the river bed that Tom was able to climb out of, and then we continued our trek westward through the jungle. The trees were still pretty dense, and I had to use my axe to cut through some vines and branches that would have otherwise knocked Trel and me off Tom’s back.

We cleared a path though, and the jungle soon became less dense and then faded into sporadic palm tree clusters as we approached the foothills on the west side of the valley. I felt as if we were really far away from our camp, but I guessed were probably only four miles, and I kind of chuckled to myself when I realized how the idea of distance was kind of messed up in my head. Yeah, Los Angeles had crazy traffic, but four miles to me was really just a five to ten-minute drive with little danger other than the fear of being rear-ended. We weren’t even to the ocean yet, and it felt as if Trel and I had taken an epic journey and risked our lives dozens of times.

The real crazy part was that Sheela had gone to the ocean by herself.

Thoughts of the cheetah-like woman made me smile, and I wondered how they were all doing without Trel and me. I figured they wouldn’t have any problems, but I wondered if my own quest would have been easier if I had brought both Trel and Sheela with me. Yeah, we probably would have taken care of the carnos a lot easier with Sheela’s Critical Strike ability, but that would have just left Kacerie, Galmine, Liahpa, and Emerald at the fort. Kacerie might have the leadership ability to get shit done, since she did own her own salon back on her world, but I still felt a lot better about leaving Sheela in charge.

“It looks like we can get back to the river,” I said as soon as we had emerged from the thick jungle and began to climb on the foothills, “but there also appears to be a path up ahead that cuts up the side of the hill. I think I’ll head up there. We should be able to see the ocean, and then we can cut back down to the beach and join up with the river there.”

“Fine with me,” Trel said as she squeezed her arms around me, and I urged Tom up the slopes of the hill.

Just as with the last valley, I paused just before the peak so that I could look over without having our silhouette against the skyline. The terrain on the other side was still tropical jungle, but the green trees weren’t as dense as they were in the previous valley, and there were way more palm trees. The tree line extended a few miles out, and then it gave way to sand, sporadic palm trees, and the ocean.

And the ocean was beautiful.

The water glittered in the mid-morning light like millions of sapphires. It stretched out as far as I could see in every direction, and the scent of salt filled my nose with a comforting sensation. I saw a group of large islands about two or three miles off the shore, but I saw no signs of any civilization on the beach, ocean, or the far island.

“Look north,” Trel said as she pointed with her right hand, and my eyes followed her finger up the coast. The land a mile or two north of us was colored black as if it had been burned, but I quickly realized the blackness was kind of emerging from a peak in the hill range. It looked like there might have been a mini volcano or something that dripped lava down into the ocean.

“I’m guessing you want to check out the rocks over there to see if you can use any for filtration.”

“Yeah,” Trel said, “but let’s follow the river to the ocean first to see if we spot a spot for clay.”

“Sounds good,” I said as I pushed Tom over the crest of the hill and down the other side. The area here was rocky, so I couldn’t quite guide him down as quickly as I wanted to. After about ten minutes, we made it to the base of the hills, and then we headed south so that we could connect to the river again.

We rode past another herd of trikes and a five-member group of stegosauruses. I watched the latter group carefully as we traveled past them and wondered if I could tame one. The largest male of the group was still a bit smaller than the two female trikes I had already tamed, so I figured I’d be able to use my ability on them, but I wanted to take care of the clay and sand before I tried to work on one. I probably didn’t need a stego to join my group of dinosaurs, but they looked fucking awesome, and their tails looked deadly.

The jungle and terrain here looked smooth from the top of the valley, but it was actually a bit uneven, and we often had to guide Tom around steep drops, rolling limestone steps, and large jungle trees that blocked our passage. We eventually made it to the river and found that the water was flowing deep in a gorge some thirty feet below us.

“I see a lot of clay down there,” Trel said.

“Yeah,” I replied. “I see it. Looks like high-quality stuff. We could climb down there, but I think that there will be a way in the closer we get to the ocean. Let’s keep following the water.”

I commanded Tom to keep moving on the side of the ravine, but after another five minutes, I heard clucking noises coming from down below, and I leaned back over the side of the trike so I could see what kind of creatures were making the sounds. It was a group of five dinosaurs that looked a bit like raptors. There were five of them, and their feathers were a dull orange color with stripes of yellow and brown like tigers. They kind of danced and sprang around each other beside the carcass of a half-eaten sheep-like mammal, and it almost seemed as if the group was playing with each other. As I studied them, I realized their movements were much more graceful than the green feathered raptors that I’d fought against. It could have been because of the size; since the tiger-striped dinos were more “golden retriever” sized instead of “Great Dane” sized, but it also seemed that their bodies were built more for speed and maneuvering instead of power. Their mouths were a bit wider than the raptor’s, and their bushy feathers reminded me of the chocobos from the Final Fantasy game. They actually reminded me a lot of Jinx, and I pulled up my Eye-Q so I could see what species they were.

Troodon formosus.

I had heard of these dinos before but didn’t know anything other than that they were supposed to be really smart and scientists thought they might have been omnivores. Their teeth looked crazy sharp though, and I guessed a single one of the troodons would tear a man into pieces in just a few moments.

So, I figured that I had to try to tame them.

“Victor, that might not be such a good idea.” Trel had read my mind, and I let out a quick laugh.

“These guys all look like bigger versions of Jinx,” I said as I studied them frolicking on the shore of the river. “Jinx seems happy enough to eat meat or veggies. I think I can tame all these. Well, actually, I kind of feel it in my bones. Know what I mean?”

“They are small though,” Trel said. “We would not be able to ride them, and they would not help us against the larger carnos or allosauruses that have attacked us.”

“Yeah, they might not,” I said, “but they would do well fighting against people around our size. Imagine these guys patrolling the inner wall of our fort? They obviously aren’t as badass as the green raptors, but I don’t know if I could tame one of those.” My thoughts flickered back to the battle with Thackgrun. Having these five troodons with me during that fight would have ended things a lot quicker. Maybe the blue barbarian would have taken one or two of the troodons out with his soulring, but he wouldn’t have been able to defend against all five.

“My expertise is not on the dinosaur taming,” Trel said with a shrug. “I leave it to you. If you feel that we should acquire these five smaller dinos, I will agree.”

“Yeah,” I said as I got off Tom’s back. “A general needs troops of all different sizes. These guys will help us out a bunch. Wait right here.”

“You are going to go down alone? No, I will go with you.”

“Naw, Trel. It’s okay. I’ve got this.”

“Victor, I love you, and I will not stand by while you risk yourself. I believe that you will have no problem taming these five, but what if we are both wrong? I want to stand beside you in battle, and I can use my legs to pull us both up the gully wall quickly if we need to escape.”

“Alright,” I said with a laugh. “You’ve convinced me. Grab your axe and let’s climb down.”

Trel jumped off Tom’s back, and then we moved to the edge of the gorge cliff. It was about twenty feet down, but I saw a few side ledges that I could jump on. It would be a bit of a pain getting back up, but there was plenty of walking room beside the river, and I could just command Tom to follow us from up above until we did find a spot to get back up.

“I’m gonna jump down there,” I said as I pointed to the first ledge.

“Be careful,” Trel warned, but I’d already made my leap and landed down four feet below. I turned to watch Trel make the jump, but she just climbed down on her six spider legs as if she was walking on flat ground.

I made the next leap and glanced over the edge to make sure that I hadn’t disturbed the troodons. They were still playing some fifty feet from where I figured I would eventually land, so I made the next jump, and turned to Trel when she came to stand beside me.

“I’ll make the next jump and then try to tame these guys quickly,” I said.

“Guys? Are they all male?” she asked.

“No, ahhh two are female. My culture just kind of says ‘guys’ all the time when there is a group.”

“Ahh,” Trel said, but she didn’t make her usual eye-rolling type movement.

“Okay,” I said as I took a deep breath and glanced over at the playing tiger-striped dinos. They looked a lot larger up close than I had first thought, and I noticed that their teeth had little saw blades on them. I figured each one must have weighed between fifty or seventy pounds, and I realized that I was about to jump in a cage with five pit-bulls that had shark teeth and claws like mountain lions.

“I got this,” I whispered to myself as I made the last leap and then rolled on the shore of the river.

One of the troodons spotted me out of the corner of its eye. The creature twisted its body around like a ballet dancer and then let out a warning cluck to his buddies. The other four stopped playing, and they all turned to face me as they lowered their heads in a defensive-looking stance.

Then the biggest one let out what sounded like a cross between a hoot and a growl.

“Easy fella,” I said as I forced myself to take a deep breath. I heard Trel move to stand next to me, but I didn’t turn to look at her. Instead, I stared down the one that I figured was the leader and cleared my throat.

“They look angry,” Trel whispered, but I ignored her.

“Hey, all,” I began as the pack took a hesitant step toward us. “My name is Victor. This is Trel. How are you all doing today?”

The big one let out another growl, but he also blinked his brown eyes at me and then cocked his head to the side slightly.

“We are on our way to the ocean to get some sand. Then we are going to try to find some clay. We were also thinking about visiting the lava rocks up north. Do you five want to come with us? I can promise you nightly pets, plenty of food, and a bunch of adventuring. You are a good-looking group of troodons, and I think we’ll get along famously.”

The biggest one tilted his head to the other side and then brought his head up a bit so that he could look at me from a higher position. I didn’t say anything for a few seconds, but then I remembered taming Tom, Katie, and Nicole.

I hadn’t asked. I’d told them they were going to obey me.

“You five are coming with me,” I said with more confidence. “Come over here, and I’ll give you all some pets and name you.”

My words made the five rust colored dinos blink, but then the leader let out a happy hoot and skipped over to me. I felt my muscles tense for half a moment when he stepped forward, but I quickly relaxed when he pushed the top of his head into my chest. My Eye-Q flashed to let me know that I had tamed the five troodons, and a breath of air left my lungs.

“Good boy!” I said as I scratched the feathers on the top of his head. He made a happy cooing sound, kind of like a dove, and then the other four troodons ran over so that I could pet them. It suddenly felt as if I was back home at the dog kennel, and I let out a laugh as I tried to give each of them a good scratch. One of the females got pushed out of the ring by the others, and she let out a dismayed squawk before she noticed Trel. Half a moment later, the troodon was nuzzling under my lover’s arms and letting out grateful hoots as Trel scratched her.

“Ha!” Trel laughed from her belly. “I like these creatures. I’m glad I told you to tame them. This one, in particular, is very sweet.”

“Yeah,” I said as one of them started to lick my hand. “I’m surprised at how affectionate they are.”

“What are you going to name them?” Trel asked.

“Hmmm,” I considered as I looked at the group. I’d named Jinx kind of after his species name, but my other dinos I named after actors and singers. I kind of wanted to keep the same naming convention, but I couldn’t really think of a singing group that had two women and three men.

Then I remembered another group of characters who were designed with three “men” and two women.

“The big one is named Scoob,” I said as I scratched him behind the ears. “This guy is Shag, this one is Fred, the female with the thicker bunch of feathers on her head is going to be Daphne, and the one with the stripes on her face that is snuggling with you will be Velma.”

“Velma,” Trel repeated as she scratched the affectionate troodon. “I like that name.”

“She’s the smart one,” I chuckled.

“She is?” Trel asked seriously as she glanced down at Velma. “How can you tell?”

“I’m kind of joking,” I laughed and then let out a surprised gasp when Scoob tried to jump on me like the cartoon dog actually would have.

“The others will be happy to meet Scoob, Shaggy, Fred, Daphne, and Velma,” Trel said as she petted Velma on the head.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “So, let’s continue with our mission. We’ll walk out on foot and I’ll have Tom follow us from up above.”

I mentally commanded the troodons to give us some space, and they fell back around us obediently. I scratched each of them under the chin quickly, and then I commanded them to escort Trel and I as we walked west next to the river.

After ten minutes of walking, the sides of the gorge had begun to drop in height. I could easily see Tom walking the path above us, and I could also see that the jungle up above was becoming less dense.

Then we started to hear the ocean, and the gorge transitioned into just the sides of the river. I could smell the salt in the air, but figured we had another mile or two before we made it to the ocean.

While we walked, Trel and I were on the lookout for clay. Almost as soon as we joined back up with Tom, we found a great spot of reddish colored material near a tide pool. We both agreed that it had a great consistency, and we loaded up all of our baskets with what I guessed was four-hundred pounds of the stuff.

“I will be able to make all of our water filters with this,” Trel said when we finished stacking the last filled basket on Tom’s back. “We’ll also be able to craft some sort of showering system, toilet and many more pots, but I will need another load to make a bathtub.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “We also passed that clay in our valley on the opposite side of the river. We might be able to dig down into it.”

“Perhaps,” Trel said as she rubbed the clay between her long fingers. “I am not an expert with this material, but this feels like a high-quality component. We should bring samples from both locations to Galmine so that she can tell us which is going to be better to use.”

“We’ll do that next time we are out,” I said as I looked up at the sun. “It’s almost close to midday, so I want to get the sand you need, look at the lava field, and then get back.”

“Agreed,” Trel said, and we both climbed on Tom’s back while I ordered the five troodons to take their protective positions around us.

We continued on our journey, toward the ocean, and the rocky path of the river soon relaxed into sand. Trel glanced down while we rode, but she nodded her head when I asked if she wanted to stop.

We crested a final dune and then came to the beach. The sound of the water was soothing, and Trel slid off Tom’s back so that she could dip her high arched feet into the water. I took off my own socks and boots before I followed her into the tide. We didn’t go in very far, just until the incoming wave covered our ankles, but the view of the pristine water was unbelievably soothing, and I wrapped my arms around Trel’s shoulders as she leaned into me.

“Still think this is a spaceship?” she asked after we had watched the waves for a few minutes and felt the cool water massage our feet.

“Fuck, I don’t know,” I sighed. “This feels too real.”

“I want to walk in a bit more,” she said as she stepped out of my arms and moved deeper into the ocean.

“Careful,” I said. “We don’t know what kind of crazy shit is waiting in the water.”

“Just this far.” She smiled at me, but then she gasped when a small wave slapped her thighs and sprayed water up the front of her chest. It caused her boyshorts and bra to become see-through, and I let my eyes enjoy the beautiful sight of her.

“Hmmm,” Trel moaned as she licked her lips. I thought she was just trying to turn me on, but then she reached down into the water and scooped up some of the ocean into her mouth. “Salt. Ugh. I need this.”

“Oh yeah,” I said as I cupped my hands, and brought some water to my mouth. It tasted as I expected, but my body almost instantly shot some sort of signal of approval to my nervous system and I gulped down another three mouthfuls as pleasure filled my chest.

“We should fill one of our jugs and bring it back,” I said. “If we each just take a mouthful a day, it will probably help.”

“Yeah,” she said after she took another drink. “We’ll need to find a source closer to our camp, but I think the jug is a good idea.”

I moved back to Tom and grabbed one of our water jugs. The ocean water and half day journey had made me thirsty, so I drank a quarter of the jug before handing it to Trel. Then we poured out the remaining river water and filled it with the ocean water.

“Did you see any sand that would work?” I asked as soon as I had filled up the jug.

“Yes,” she said as she gestured back to the dry sand. “This will all work, but I’d like to move up toward the old lava flow and see if I can find finer sediment. If we don’t find any, then I can just take this and we can head back.”

“Great,” I said. “Let’s get moving.”

“A few more minutes?” she asked as she smiled at me. I nodded, and then I wrapped my arms around her wet shoulders as we stared into the endless blue.

“My world is mostly ocean,” I said as the sound of the waves lulled me into relaxation.

“So is mine,” she said.

“Hmmm. I wonder if everyone else’s is, also.”

“You keep looking for similarities,” Trel said.

“There has to be some reason why they have brought us all here. I think you might have been right when you hypothesised that we were the best of our species.”

“Could be.” She shrugged. “Could be that they are just… how do you say it? Assholes?”

“Yeah,” I laughed. “They are probably just assholes.”

“Yes,” she snorted. “Fuck those guys?”

“Yeah,” I laughed again. “Fuck those guys. You are picking up my slang well. Ready to go?”

“Sure,” Trel sighed, and then she held my hand as we walked with the waves to the shore.

Our troop of dinosaurs was patiently waiting for us, and the troodons let out a happy hoot once we started moving again. The places where the water met the sand were flat and level, but the beach began to turn into mild dunes the farther north we traveled. Thoughts of another tribe were keeping me paranoid, and I decided that we needed to combine our quick travel near the water with the occasional scouting trips where we rode Tom close to the top of the nearest dune so we could see around. The process made our tip north toward the lava flow a bit slower, but I didn’t want to get ambushed, especially when we would be back up against the ocean.

Our little scouting trips to the top of the dunes didn’t reveal anything to us except for a tropical paradise. The land past the dunes looked pristine, and untouched by civilization. I spotted several groups of stegos, a few groups of trikes, and even a pair of brontos farther north of the lava field, but I didn’t see any sort of predator. Even the pterodactyls floated lazily in the air above us, and an incredible sense of peace began to fill my stomach.

“Damn,” I said. “Maybe we can move over here. We would be by the ocean for easy fishing, and most of these palm trees have coconuts on them.”

“It might be too much work to move everything two valleys over,” Trel said as she twisted her mouth. “Especially since I have just finished designing such a splendid home for us all.”

“But think about how much fun you would have designing and building a new camp.” I laughed as I spoke, and her full lips twisted into a smile.

“We would have to go far for fresh water again,” Trel said, “but I will go wherever you wish me to go, Victor. As long as I am with you and our brood.”

“I’m kind of joking,” I said. “We just worked our asses off for a month to build our camp. The ocean is nice, but I like where we are.”

From our seat high on Tom’s back, we were able to see a good distance ahead, and the trail of black that Trel had guessed came from lava flow soon came into view. I made one last check on the top of a dune to confirm there still weren’t any predators around, and then our group finally made it to the landmark.

Trel had been right, the area was burned out and obsidian crusted. The heat from the lava flow had turned the sand into glass, but underneath the glossy parts were patches of dark sand.

“Ohhh, Victor,” Trel gasped. “That sand looks perfect. Do you see how fine of a grain it is? It is far superior to the sand on the beach here.”

“Yeah, it looks great,” I said as I jumped off Tom and squatted down to look at the sand. I still didn’t have my shoes on, and the various bits of twisted rock and obsidian looked like they might be sharp.

“Throw me my boots and socks,” I asked her, and she tossed me them before she slipped down Tom’s back.

“Watch where you step,” I cautioned, but Trel just nodded and then raised herself on her spider-legs so that she could float over the mixture of sand and sharp obsidian.

“It looks like there is more sand away from the beach,” Trel said as she pointed behind the dune, and I walked over there once I finished putting my shoes on. Sure enough, the lava trail had created a whole riverbed of darkened sand when it flowed down the small mountain to our east, and we soon found a spot where we could scoop up as much sand as we wanted without having to worry about cutting ourselves on the obsidian.

“This will create excellent water filters,” Trel said after we finished filling up the last jug. “We have everything we need now, but I’d like to continue on this path a bit more north to see if we can find some porous lava rocks.”

“Ahh,” I said. “Good idea. Those would probably make great filters.”

“They will,” Trel said, “but they would also be useful for cleaning our bodies, various tools, and dishes. Kacerie mentioned them a few times this morning when we were working on Tom’s saddle, so I’d like to bring her some back.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “I’m glad you are becoming friends with her.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Trel asked as she scrunched her perfect nose.

“That’s actually something I wanted to talk to you about,” I said. “When we have group discussions, you often represent yourself as being the second in command after me.”

“Uhhh, I am not representing myself. You are in charge, I am your primary lover and wife, I am the smartest one in the camp besides you, and I am also a duchess. I am not telling them things that they already do not know.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s kind of my point. See, Trel, when you talk that way, it kind of makes people feel like shit.”

“What do you mean?” she asked as her dark eyes narrowed at me.

“I’ve never really been a leader,” I said. “So, all this stuff is still pretty new to me, but I do know what it is like to have shitty bosses. Something they all have in common is that they constantly remind the people who report to them how much better they are.”

“Hmmm,” Trel muttered as she looked at her hands. She brushed them together so that the black sand would fall off, but she didn’t look back up at me.

“Everyone knows you are smart, Trel,” I continued. “Everyone respects you, but if you want to be the boss, they have to love helping you.”

“And they do love helping you,” she replied as she looked back up to me.

“Yeah, well, I hope they do. I treat everyone as fairly as I can.”

“I think I understand what you mean,” she said after a dozen seconds of silence. “Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to compliment them more when they have done a good job. Or when they say something idiotic, I could do a better job of explaining the strategy to them.”

“No one is perfect,” I said with a shrug. “We are all still learning how to survive. I have this ability to control them.” I gestured to the group of six dinosaurs that stood beside us. “I also have a knack for organizing our tasks and prioritizing them.”

“Yes, you do,” she said with a laugh. “I’ll admit that I get too distracted by the minutia of my engineering role. Had I been in charge, we would have worked to construct the perfect door to our cave. We would have died because I thought I knew what was best.”

“But you did listen to me, and now we are alive.” I smiled at her. “If we want to keep surviving, we are all going to need to work together to be a better team. Everyone is going to need to help, but I need your help the most.”

“Oh?” she asked as she raised a perfect eyebrow.

“Don’t look so surprised,” I laughed. “You know you are a genius. We couldn’t have built those walls without you.”

“Or your dinosaurs,” she said with a shrug.

“Yeah, it’s a team effort. Look at our group now. We have Liahpa and Emerald. We need to find out what they are good at and what they aren’t good at. We have to manage their strengths. You are great with design and building, but you are going to pull your hair out gardening and cooking.”

“Yeah,” she chuckled. “Soooo boring.”

“Galmine isn’t going to fight. Sheela is going to fight, but she isn’t creative about building. Kacerie is really excited about doing sanitation stuff, but I can’t see her fighting dinosaurs. Everyone is going to have their stuff that they are a genius at. We have to find out what it is for each of us and figure out how to use it.”

“Yes,” Trel said with a wide grin. “That is what I am good at. I have plenty of servants at home--”

“But they aren’t servants,” I interrupted her. “They are teammates. They need to be equal.”

“How can they be my equal if I am telling them what to do?” Trel asked.

“Here is an example: Are you going to tell Galmine how to garden?”

“No,” Trel said with a huff. “So boring.”

“But why else won’t you tell her how to garden?” I asked.

“I know nothing of it. She knows how to do it.”

“Right, but what if you told her that? What if you just said: ‘Galmine, I don’t know anything about gardening, but if you need my help with building something for it, let me know.’ How do you think that would make her feel?”

“Hmmm,” Trel said as she tapped her finger on her lips. “I am beginning to see what you mean.”

“You don’t know anything about making soap, but maybe you can help Kacerie figure out a tool or container that will help her. I’m sure there is something you can find for Emerald and Liahpa.”

“But what if they do something wrong, and they need to be told they were idiots? Some people need that. Or they remain stupid forever.”

“So you make me out to be the bad guy,” I said with a shrug.

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s say you are working on a project with Kacerie, and you want to tell her that she is an idiot. Well, don’t do that. Instead, say something like; ‘I really want you to do a good job with this so it impresses Victor.’ Or you can say ‘I don’t want to make Victor mad, so we have to re-do this a different way.’ Or whatever. You just make it seem like you're not the one leaning on them, it is me, and you are just trying to help them.”

“Hmmm,” Trel said as she nodded. “I can do that. It feels even more clever, since I am getting what I want, yet they don’t understand that I am manipulating them.”

“Well, yeah, but I mean no manipulations and stuff.” I laughed, and she smiled with me. “We just want everyone to feel like they have a place and are contributing. I can see us having a city, and we need everyone to be able to work together.”

“A city?” Trel asked with surprise on her face.

“Yeah.” I shrugged my shoulders. “I’d like to save as many people as we can and bring them in. Maybe it won’t be a city, but I can see us having a few hundred people. We have to think about the big picture stuff. We’ll need to have people managing teams for all the stuff that we do right now. We’ll need way more huts, plumbing, food sources, and organization.”

“I like your vision,” Trel said.

“Instead of being a duchess because you were born one, you would be a duchess because you are a leader that everyone can count on to either solve their problems or find someone else that can solve their problems. I can’t do it all myself, and I’m counting on you, Sheela, Galmine, Kacerie, Liahpa, and Emerald to help me.”

“But we don’t know Liahpa and Emerald. They might not be suited to the tasks.”

“We’ll figure it out,” I said with a shrug. “We can use everyone that isn’t violent and wants to cooperate. Some might be suited to leadership more than others, but I have a good feeling about Liahpa.”

“She seems full of herself, and she insults you,” Trel hissed.

“Yeah, but she is brave and strong. I don’t really care what she thinks about me as long as she is a good worker and is trustworthy.”

“Her words bother me,” Trel said. “She needs to understand how amazing you are.”

“She’ll come around,” I said as I winked at her. “Sometimes it takes a bit longer for some people.”

Trel laughed, but I thought again about the floating silver woman touching my erection and wondered if she was going to be able to overcome her fear of me.

“Alright,” I said. “We should probably head back to the--” my words caught in my mouth as I noticed movement in the distance beyond Trel. I hissed and the spider woman quickly followed me when I jumped out of the lava trail and crouched down behind the slope of nearby sand.

In the distance, maybe a quarter of a mile away, was a group of biped creatures walking toward the ocean. They were obviously survivors, and we had spotted them before they had seen us.
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Chapter 10

“See them?” I asked Trel as I looked north toward the ocean. I couldn’t see the exact details of their features, but the largest of the trio looked male because of the broad shoulders and thick legs, and the other two looked female because of the curve of their asses and long dark hair. The male’s skin was a dark gray color, one of the women had red skin the color of rose petals, and the other woman’s skin was a light olive-tan. The women were wearing bikini type suits that looked like Sheela’s outfit, and the man wore shorts that fell to his knees but was bare-chested.

The three figures carried a large net, and I watched them wade chest deep into the water before they threw the net deeper in with a coordinated effort. It looked like there were some sort of flotation devices on the corners of the net, and the three figures soon walked out of the waves, shook themselves free of the water, and then moved to a rope that attached to the net. The man pulled a hammer from his shorts, and he pounded a stake into the sand to secure the rope. Then they casually walked away from the net and eastward to where they had come from.

“They probably leave the net there for most of the day to catch fish,” I whispered, even though I knew that the three in the distance couldn’t hear me.

“They are moving back into the jungle,” Trel said.

“Yeah,” I replied as I watched them. “Notice how they don’t look around? They aren’t worried. They either haven’t been attacked yet, or they’ve fought and won a bunch.”

“What should we do?” Trel asked as she turned to me.

“I want to follow them,” I said.

“It will be dangerous,” Trel hissed.

“Yeah.” I shrugged, “but I want to see where their camp is. Maybe they will trade with us.”

“What could we possibly want from them?” Trel huffed.

“I bet they have a ton of saltwater fish,” I laughed.

“Bah. We have plenty of food.”

“Don’t you want to see their fort?” I asked. “Maybe you’ll get some design ideas for ours. What if they have a better setup than we do?”

Trel frowned and then sighed. “That’s impossible, of course. However, I won’t pretend to have thought of everything. I suppose I could learn from even a poorly built camp.”

“And we do have a trike that we can ride away on, and a crew of five troodons we can set to attack mode.” I gestured to the tiger-striped dinos, and Scoob let out a hoot of agreement.

“How should we approach?” Trel asked as we watched the three figures walk toward the jungle. As they got closer, my eyes seemed to pick out a slight break in the foliage there. It looked like it might have been a path, and I was proven correct a few seconds later when they just walked into the green canopy without any sort of ducking or brushing aside of leaves movement.

“We’ll jump on Tom, ride over with everyone, and then sneak down that road behind them,” I said as I sprung to my feet and climbed up the trike’s side. Trel followed me up to the saddle, and we were soon trotting across the sand.

I took a path that was near the jungle with hopes that the group wouldn’t be able to see through the thick leaves. A good two minutes had passed in the time it took us to get on Tom and ride over there, so I doubted the trio was still hanging around. The trike did make a bit of noise when he ran, but the sand was pretty soft, and I didn’t think they’d be able to hear him over the sound of the wind, ocean, and from the distance that I guessed they might have already walked through the trees.

I parked Tom a few dozen feet right of the jungle path that the trio walked into, and then I instructed Fred and Shaggy to run on the path for a few dozen feet and let out a hoot if they saw anything. This was my first attempt at trying to get one of my dinosaurs to communicate feedback to me, and I gestured for Trel to wait next to me until they returned. The two males returned after a few seconds, and I took their lack of hooting to mean that they hadn’t seen the trio.

“Alright,” I said to Trel, and we moved into the jungle behind the trio of unknown survivors.

The trail was dark, and we couldn’t see the sky through the tall cover of wide leaved trees overhead. I ordered Tom to stay back and wait for us, but then I had Velma and Daphne each sneak through the jungle some twenty feet ahead of us while Scoob took point. Shaggy and Fred walked next to Trel and me, and I figured we’d be pretty safe from surprise attack. It was quite possible that this was one of my stupider ideas, but this was the first proof of another band of survivors, and I wanted to know what we might be up against. This surveillance could mean the difference between life and death for us, so I had to figure out how advanced their camp technology was, and how many people they had.

The path twisted and turned through the dark jungle for what felt like an hour, but was probably only five minutes. The sounds of birds filled the trees over our heads, and the distant cries of pterodactyls sounded from above those calls, but I couldn’t hear anything else besides the sound of my heart slamming in my eardrums.

My hand rested on the axe in my belt, but I didn’t want to pull it out in case one of these people saw us. If they did get the jump on Trel and me, I wanted to have a chance to talk my way out of the meeting, and having an axe in my hand wouldn’t really help my case if I was trying to tell them that I was looking to trade.

The jungle around us began to thin some, and the path sloped upward at a mild angle. I soon saw a break in the cover and spied an open field up ahead. I called Velma and Daphne back to us, and we paused at the edge of the tree line so we could study the terrain ahead.

The open field continued to slope uphill for about a hundred yards, but where it crested I saw the tops of high gorge walls on each side. The path continued in that direction, but there was no real cover for us, so if anyone from this other tribe were looking in this direction, they would see us.

“Hmmm,” I muttered as I looked at the grass of the field. It was tall, and while I didn’t think it was high enough for Trel and me to crawl through without notice, I thought the troodons might be able to use it for cover.

I commanded Scoob to crouch down low and slither through the grass like a snake. He did so, and his dark orange striped feathers almost instantly blended in with the green.

“How did he do that?” Trel asked.

“We have these creatures on my world named tigers,” I said. “They have coloring very similar to our new pals, and they can sneak through tall grass or jungle easily. Something about the stripe patterns makes them blend in with their surroundings. Even orange feathers in green grass.” I ordered the rest of the troodons to slip into the grass, and then I cautiously stepped out of the jungle and walked up the trail.

I half expected to get attacked, or for someone to scream an alarm, but no one seemed to see us, so I motioned for Trel to follow me, and we carefully walked up the slope toward the crest of the hill. We crouched low when we reached the top, and my eyes easily found the other tribe’s fort.

The hill rolled down at a bit of a steeper angle, and then the path moved to the left wall of the gorge. This path wound around the wall of the gorge in a hair-pin style shape, and then it ended at a hollowed-out cave that sat about fifty feet below our position on the other wall of the gorge. As I stood up slightly so I could see down the hill better, I realized that this was more of a volcanic hole than a gorge, since the drop to my right looked like it went down about a hundred feet before meeting a turquoise lake.

The mouth of the hollowed-out cave was filled with a block of large stones that looked like they might have been joined with black tree sap. The job looked a bit sloppy, but it did look really easy to defend. Because the fort was positioned into the sheer wall, there were only two ways to get in: There was the narrow path that wrapped around the canyon’s hairpin shape, or there was the rope bridge that extended from the mouth of the cave and joined the edge of the cliff beneath us on the hill. The bridge was about seventy feet long, and it looked to be made entirely out of plant cordage. I was sure it was safe, but it was swinging a bit wildly, and I saw the red-skinned woman step off it near the gate of her fort.

The other woman and man were about ten feet ahead of her, and they greeted a purple-skinned figure at the entrance to their fort. This new survivor was much taller than the other three, but it was hard to tell its sex from this distance. The being did have a long, monkey-like tail, which it flipped through the air as it spoke briefly to the other three people that we had followed.

Then the four of them walked inside of their fort.

“Those stones are cut perfectly,” Trel observed, and I studied them for a few seconds before nodding.

“They might have someone with an ability to cut rocks.”

“That would make our own walls close to indestructible,” Trel said. “I could add wood beams on the back to reinforce them, but there would be nothing that the dinosaurs could do to get inside.”

“I like the rope bridge, too,” I said as I watched it swing. “It has its disadvantages since it looks a bit janky, but if anyone tried to attack them, they could just cut it.”

“There is still the path on the left,” Trel said.

“Yeah, but look how narrow it is. The path is easy to defend. The only problem they have is getting sieged. Unless they have another way out of that cave, they are going to be stuck in there. Let’s move a little closer on this hill so we can get a better look down this canyon.”

“Okay,” Trel said, and we backed up from the crest of the hill so we could move to the right without being seen easily. Then we crawled back up to the top of the ridge, and I was able to see more of the canyon walls and the water below.

“Oh shit,” I gasped. “See those weird pools on the wall of the canyon?”

“Yes,” Trel said. “What are they? They look like white paint.”

“They are salt pools,” I said. “The salt water must come out of rock naturally, sit in the pools, and then evaporate.”

“If that is the case, they have way more salt than they need, and should share it with us.” Trel smiled at me, and I chuckled.

“I wonder if it falls down into the lake below?” I turned to look back at their cave fort, but I didn’t see anyone watching us, so I risked peeking out from the top of the hill a bit more. There were six of the salt pools arranged like shelves on the canyon wall, and it didn’t look like any of the water dripped down the sides and fell into the lake below. In fact, I saw a stack of coconut buckets beside the entrance of their fort, and a long rope was tied around makeshift handles.

“I bet they lower the coconuts to get the fresh water from the lake below,” I said.

“You are probably right,” Trel said. “This would be a perfect place for me to test my siphon pump idea. I would still need some sort of piping, but It looks like I wouldn’t need more than fifty feet, and we will need a lot more to get water from our river to our fort.”

“I wonder what they are using for light?” I asked as I stared at the front of the cave. “It’s probably really fucking dark in there.”

“Maybe there is an opening somewhere?” Trel said. “You were right before, if someone cuts this bridge, and then stops them from leaving through the side pathway, they would be stuck there. The thought of it is not comforting.”

“We really need some salt,” I said as my eyes turned to the pools again. “They probably have a few thousand pounds of it, and we could dump out the jug with the sea water and have enough salt to last us for a few months of preserving food.”

“I might be able to climb around,” Trel said as she inched forward. “The walls are steep, but my legs should be able to find points to anchor on.”

“Too risky,” I said. “I don’t want you over there all by yourself, and if you do slip, you’d fall into that water, and we don’t know what kind of monsters are living in it.”

“Ugh,” Trel groaned and then looked back to the cave. “What if I traveled across the bridge, stole one of the buckets, grabbed some salt, and then came back?”

“Hmmm,” I said as I considered the idea. It really didn’t look like there was anyone watching the front door, and that would be way quicker for her than going around the sides of the nearly vertical canyon wall. However, if someone did come out of the cave, they would easily see her, and she might get attacked.

I couldn’t risk Trel’s life for a bucket full of salt. I’d feel a lot better about me going over there by myself and then trying to run back across. Of course, there were more than just the risks of violence. I didn’t really want to steal shit from our neighbors. It was possible they were assholes, but I didn’t want to go to war with another tribe if I didn’t have to.

I wanted to speak with them first.

“I’m going to see if I can get their attention and talk,” I said.

“That seems dangerous,” Trel hissed. “What if they just attack you?”

“I’ll call out to them from the other side of the bridge. I’ll probably be out of range.” Even as I spoke the words, I thought about Kacerie’s Lance ability or Thackgrun’s soulring. Each survivor on this world had some sort of superhero ability that could be deadly.

“Just let me sneak across, Victor,” Trel said. “I will hurry.”

“If I talk to them, and they are dickbags, then we’ll steal salt from them, but I want to see if we can get along first. How would you feel if someone sneaked into our camp and then took some of our wood?”

“I would be angry,” Trel sighed. “But they have plenty of salt.”

“We have plenty of wood,” I replied with a shrug. “I’d still be mad, but if they asked to trade, I’d feel really good about the arrangement. We need salt, it is really valuable for our health and food preservation. Yeah, we can keep making runs to the ocean, and we might be able to find a salt lick, but those salt pools they have across the canyon look really white. I’m going to guess that it is super high-quality stuff.”

“I trust your judgement,” Trel said. “You have not been wrong yet.”

“Let’s hope I’m not wrong now,” I said, but memories of Thackgrun spun in my mind. I pushed the negative thoughts away and focused on what I could with this new tribe. Thackgrun had obviously been a loner, but this group looked like they were cooperating, so I figured that they would be willing to talk.

I crawled away from the ledge and prepared myself to stand up and walk down, but before I could move, I saw movement on the other side of the canyon. The same trio who threw the net in the water was coming back out of the cave again. The big man had another net over his back, and the two women carried the tail cordage over their shoulders. They stepped foot on the rope bridge, and I realized that I had the perfect opportunity to talk to them while I had leverage.

“I’m going to try when they are in the middle of the bridge,” I whispered. “I don’t want them to see me, so back up down the hill a bit.”

“Ugh.” Trel groaned. “There is no way I can talk you out of this, is there?”

“No,” I laughed, even though adrenaline was coursing through my blood and I was starting to second guess my decision. “I’ve got this. Don’t let them see you.”

“Yes, Victor,” Trel said as she crawled backward down the slope from me.

I watched the trio walk across the long rope bridge. The bottom “floor” of it was just one thick rope, so they each had to place their feet carefully while they held onto a guard rail rope and carried their fishing net. Their going was a bit slow, but their movements were confident. They had obviously made the trip a bunch and had confidence that the rope would hold.

After they made it about halfway, I ordered my troodons to slide down near where the bridge was staked into the grassy ground, and then I stood up and began to walk down the hill.

The man was in front, but he spotted me as soon as I’d walked halfway down the slope of the hill. He stopped walking and then said something that I couldn’t really hear to the other women. They stopped suddenly, and the three of them turned to fix their eyes on me.

“Hey, I come in peace,” I said as I raised a hand and tried to appear non-threatening.

“Stop walking toward us,” the man at the front ordered, and I slowed my steps a bit.

“I’m looking to do some trading,” I said. I was closer to them now, and I saw that the man had a bird-like face with feathers and a beak. The rest of his body looked human, but then I noticed his skin was actually dark gray feathers. He looked almost as muscular as Thackgrun had, and I wondered why every male put on this planet besides me was a beefcake. Even the monkey-faced man I’d first met when I got here was bigger than me and was a trained soldier.

“Stop moving,” the man growled, and I saw his body tense.

“Sure,” I replied as I stopped, I was a good ten feet from the stakes that secured the rope bridge into the top part of the cliff, and I sat down cross-legged on the ground. The three of them relaxed a bit, but they didn’t realize that my five troodons were laying in the grass only a few feet from the ropes. I still had the upper hand.

“What do you want?” the woman with the red skin asked. She had little horns on her head, and her eyes glowed like glittering gold, but other than that, she looked human. Well, better than an average human, because her body was curved and full at her hips and breasts, but narrow at her waist and thighs.

“Would you all be willing to trade me some salt?” I asked as I pointed across the canyon.

“Trade?” the gray feathered man asked.

“Well, I’d take some for free if you are in a giving mood, but I’d be willing to trade.”

“You have some audacity, little man,” the woman with the lightly tanned skin growled as she leaned around the man at the front. She was also a beauty, but I realized that her hair seemed to move and shift like snakes, and she had small tusks coming up from her bottom teeth a few inches. She was muscular, not as much as Sheela or Liahpa, but she had washboard abs and arms toned from lifting.

“Well, I wouldn’t call myself little,” I laughed a bit and shrugged. “But your pal there is definitely a lot larger than me.”

“Will you let us cross?” The red-skinned woman asked as she shot the other woman a quick glance of annoyance.

“Look, I don’t want to fight you guys, I just want to trade for some salt. With that said, I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. There is three against one here. Can we talk a bit more about trading?” I was surprised at how confident my words sounded, since my heart felt like it was slamming out a thousand beats a minute.

“We could just kill you now,” the woman with the snake-hair growled, but the man at the front shook his head quickly.

“We don’t want any trouble either,” he said. “We have plenty of salt. We’d be fine to trade or even give you some for free, but can you let us cross?”

The man and I stared at each other for a few moments. His eyes were yellow, and it was hard to understand the expression on his bird face.

“Like I said,” I replied. “I don’t want to fight. Will you three agree not to attack me?”

“What would stop you from attacking us?” The olive-skinned woman growled.

“Well, I could if I wanted,” I said with a shrug, “but I don’t want to. At the same time, I realize that I have all the leverage here, and I’m worried that the three of you will attack me once you get across.”

“We won’t attack you,” the red-skinned woman said with a nod. “We have plenty of salt.”

“What about you?” I asked the woman who seemed most upset at me.

“Fine,” she growled. “Although, it doesn’t matter what I say now. I can change my mind as soon as I--”

“Enough,” the feathered man interrupted her. “We won’t attack you…”

“My name is Victor,” I said. “What are your names?”

“Will-Lack,” the man said, then he nodded over his shoulder to the red-woman. “She is Quwaru, this is Emta.”

The two women nodded at me, and I felt the tension in my chest start to relax a bit. We stared at each other for a few moments, and then Emta shook her head angrily.

“Can we come over, or what?”

“Let me back up a bit,” I said as I stood. The three of them tensed, and then I stepped back so I wasn’t as close to the ropes. “I’m fine to let you cross, but I don’t want to accidentally hurt you if you get too close.”

“Accidentally?” Emta seethed. “Little man, it is not us that will get--”

“Stop,” Will-Lack snapped. “Victor is allowing us to walk across.” The man turned to me with a feathered eyebrow raised, and I nodded to him before I sat down again.

I was playing a risky game, since I didn’t know what their abilities were, but then again, they didn’t know what mine were either. The more relaxed I seemed, the more dangerous they might think I was.

Or at least, that was my plan.

The three of them reached the edge of the bridge after a half minute of careful steps, and I realized that their going was a lot slower since they all kept their eyes glued on me. Eventually, they did make it to the edge of the cliff, and they moved to set down their net.

“Wait please,” I said, and they froze. “I’d prefer it if you would keep ahold of that net. Again, I don’t want to hurt you on accident, and I feel like it might be a possibility if your hands are free.”

“Understood,” the gray-feathered man said, and his yellow eyes regarded me carefully. “But I will need to go back across to get you some salt.”

“We haven’t talked about the trade terms yet,” I said.

“We’ll give it to you for free,” Quwaru replied.

“I’d rather trade,” I said with a shrug. “Do you all need anything?”

“We need nothing from you,” Emta hissed, and I noticed that her hair actually looked like prehensile, snake-like extensions of her body. They twisted and wrapped around her face and shoulders with obvious distress, and the image made me think of some sort of sexy medusa orc-woman.

“Okay,” I said with a shrug.

“Wait,” Quwaru said quickly. “We would be interested in trading. What can you offer us? Where is your camp located?”

“I’m a valley over,” I said, and the three of their eyes narrowed suddenly.

“Which direction?” Will-Lack asked.

“Does it matter?” I asked.

“Yes, it does,” Emta growled, and I saw her grip tense on the rope she carried.

“As I said, I don’t mean you all any trouble.”

“Yet here you are,” Emta hissed.

“I dunno,” I shrugged. “How would you handle this if you were me? I want to talk, and I don’t want to get attacked. I let you all get across. I’m offering to trade for the salt. You all tensed up when I said I was one valley over. Maybe you have had a bad experience with another tribe, but that isn’t me.”

“How many people are in your tribe?” Quwaru asked, and I was beginning to suspect that she was the brains behind the operation.

“More than four,” I said as I nodded back to her camp. “I saw your big furry companion. You all have a nice fort, but all I’m interested in is salt, and if our trade goes well, maybe more trades in the future. Shit is hard enough out there with the dinosaurs trying to eat us, I don’t want to attack any of the other survivors.”

“You are the leader of your group, then?” Quwaru asked.

“Does it matter?” I shrugged. “Have you all been attacked?”

The three of them exchanged quick glances, but I couldn’t understand what they were silently communicating.

“We are cautious,” Emta replied.

“Yeah,” I said. “So am I. I want to avoid aggressive tribes.”

“Says the little man that is threatening us,” Emta said.

I shrugged. “It’s three on one.”

“So maybe we should just kill you,” the olive-skinned woman growled.

“Ahh,” I sighed, and did my best to remain calm as I felt my heart hammer in my chest again. “See, the thing is that you keep calling me a ‘little man.’ I’m guessing that is because all the men in your tribe are larger than me.”

“Ye--”

“But,” I interrupted her. “Here I am, alive, sitting before you, and not really worried about the three of you standing fifteen feet away. We all have abilities. You can trust me when I say that I don’t want to hurt the three of you, but if you try to attack, you’ll instantly regret it.”

“We aren’t going to attack,” Will-Lack said. “Emta speaks out of turn.”

“Okay,” I said as I smiled at the big man. “What do you want to trade some salt for?”

“What can you offer?” Will-Lack asked.

“We are skilled at pottery,” I said. “We can make you plates, bowls, and cups. We also are good at gardening. It looks like you have space here for vegetables, although I’m not sure how much light you get here between the canyon walls. We also have hardwood. Your bridge looks fine, but I can give you some logs you can use to build it a bit stronger.”

The three of them glanced at each other quickly, and then Quwaru cleared her throat.

“We would like the pottery.”

“Okay,” I said. “How much?”

“Whatever you feel is fair,” the red-skinned woman said. “We have plenty of salt.”

“What do you need?” I asked.

“Twenty plates, bowls, and cups,” Emta hissed as she narrowed her eyes at me.

“Twenty?” I asked. “Are you hosting dinner parties?”

“You don’t know how many people we have,” the olive-skinned woman hissed.

“We don’t need twenty,” the other woman said. “Whatever you can bring us would be fine.”

“Okay,” I replied. “I can do twenty. It won’t be a problem.”

“For one bucket of salt?” The olive-skinned woman looked a little surprised.

“I’d like ten of those coconut buckets,” I said as I nodded back toward their gate. “It will take me some time to make them. Can you give me one bucket of salt now? Then I’ll bring you the pottery once we have them finished. It should be about a week.”

“I will go back and get you a bucket,” Will-Lack said as he lowered his rope.

“No,” I said, and the man froze. “Emta will go.”

“You do not order me around,” she seethed.

“Do you want the pottery or not?” I asked.

“How do we even know you will bring it back to us?”

“You just offered me salt for free,” I said. “I want to give you something in return. Then I want our tribes to establish a friendship.”

They were silent for a few moments, but then Quwaru nodded at the other woman, and Emta slowly set down her rope before she stepped back onto the bridge.

“Tell me about the tribe that you are having problems with,” I said to Will-Lack and Quwaru when Emta was out of earshot.

“Why?” the red-skinned woman asked as she raised an eyebrow. She actually had fangs somewhat like Trel, and if she had wings and a tail, I would have thought of her as a succubus. She was certainly beautiful enough to be some sort of crazy sex demon. Her bra pushed her breasts up to show her perfect cleavage, and her bikini bottom was almost more of an idea than an actual garment. If it was another half-inch lower, I probably could have seen the opening of her vagina. All three of their clothes were worn, tattered, and looked close to disintegrating, but my tribe’s clothes weren’t in much better shape.

“I’d like to know where they are,” I said.

“They are to the north, up the coast about five miles,” Will-Lack said, and I saw Quwaru’s jaw harden when he spoke. From her facial expression, I guessed that Will-Lack had told me the truth, but she probably wanted to keep the information in her pocket for longer.

She was definitely the leader of this trio, maybe even the leader of their whole tribe.

“Do you know how many people they have?” I asked.

“They have thirty, maybe forty,” the bird-man answered.

“Tell us more about your tribe, Victor,” Quwaru said to flip the questions back to me. I saw that Emta was only halfway across the bridge, so we had a few minutes to talk.

“We are just trying to survive like you are.” My eyes met hers, and she nodded slightly.

“And you do not have access to salt?” she asked the obvious question.

“I’m not sure,” I said with a shrug.

“You have not explored much then,” she said, and her silver eyes searched my face for a tell.

“You are intelligent, Quwaru.” I smiled at her, and she let out a slight laugh.

“Thank you.” They both seemed to relax a bit. “Although, I’m not sure we can really establish much of a trading relationship.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“It is a bit unbalanced. I thank you for offering to bring us pottery, and we will accept it, but you know where our camp is, and we do not know where yours is.”

“Maybe we can figure out something later,” I said. “Do you know the camp location of this tribe to your north?”

“We do,” Will-Lack said, and I saw Quwaru’s jaw tense once more.

“Perhaps we should trade information along with materials,” the beautiful red-woman said as she stepped forward some so she was standing a bit in front of the large man. “We can tell you where they are at if you tell us of any other tribes you know of.”

I glanced to the bridge and saw that Emta had almost made it to the other side. Then I looked back into Quwaru’s silver eyes and gave her a slight smile. “I don’t know if I believe your big friend.”

“What do you mean?” she asked with a bit of confusion.

“Will-Lack just told me that the other tribe is five miles north of you, but I watched the three of you walk out of the jungle, set your fishing net, and walk back without even glancing around the beach. You aren’t worried about them coming after you, even though they are close by. So, try another story.”

“Hmmm,” Quwaru’s lips curved up in a bemused smile. “You are intelligent as well, Victor.”

“Thank you,” I replied, but her smile was making my heart race again, and I forced myself to take a slow breath.

“They were a problem, but we took care of them,” Quwaru admitted with a shrug. “We thought you might have been a survivor.”

“Took care of them as in you killed all of them?” I asked as I kept my best poker face glued to my skull.

“Yes.” She nodded.

“Why?” I asked.

“Maybe they demanded our salt?” Quwaru asked, and we stared at each other for a few moments. I realized she was waiting for me to crack, but I didn’t let her intimidate me. They were looking for a weakness. They were looking for fear. The woman was trying to figure out what I was all about, and I wondered if the story about the other tribe was real.

“They should have asked nicer,” I said as I smiled at her. “Maybe they could have offered some clay plates, bowls, and mugs for trade?”

“Ha!” Quwaru chuckled as she shook her head. “They attacked us first, Victor. That is all you need to know, and all you should remember.”

“Well, I’m not planning on attacking you,” I said.

“I understand,” she said as she gestured back with her hand. Her nails were black, but they didn’t look like claws.

Emta made it across the bridge, and I saw her glance toward the opening of her fort. Then she turned around, and I raised my hand to wave at her.

“We are going to have a problem if she goes inside,” I said, and both Quwaru and Will-Lack tensed as the other woman turned her head from me, glanced at the entrance to her fort, turned her head to the salt basins, and then looked again at the entrance. Then Emta moved to the coconut buckets, grabbed one, untied the rope from around it, and moved toward a salt pool.

“Smart decision,” I said, and the two of them turned back around to face me.

“You seem very confident,” Quwaru said as her eyes roamed over my clothes and then settled on my badge. “How long have you been on this world?”

“Long enough to not want to go back,” I said, and she surprised me by nodding in agreement.

“You spoke of gardening earlier?” she asked.

“Yeah, are you interested?”

“Yes, very,” she said as she gestured to the grassy slopes that surrounded us. “We have space here, but not the knowledge.”

“Besides salt, what else can you offer me?” My heart was relaxing a bit now that we were talking about trade.

“We can cut stone for you,” she said as she gestured back to her fort. “Any size and shape you want.”

“That’s interesting,” I said, “but moving them would be hard. I’d have to take your expert back to my camp and get stone for him or her.”

“We have plenty of stone here,” she said as she gestured back toward the cave. “But you are right, moving it would be difficult.”

“What else?” I asked.

“Fish?” she said. “We also have other types of meat. Food is not much of a problem for us.

“Ahh, you have hunters?” I asked.

“Not hunters,” she said. “We are just fortunate with our meat collection.”

“Ahh.” I figured she was lying since she said that they had taken care of the other camp. I still didn’t see anyone else come out of their cave, so I wondered at their real population.

“Is the water down in that lake fresh?” I asked.

“Yes,” Quwaru replied.

“How deep does your cave go?” I asked.

“Plenty deep,” she answered with a smile.

“How do you light it?” I asked.

“We have access to tar and have made torches.”

“I could actually use some tar,” I said with a shrug. “How easy is it for you to get?”

“It is not easy,” she said with a frown that seemed a bit forced, so I guessed it was pretty damn easy for them to get.

“So, stone, tar, salt, and fish,” I said. “Anything else?”

“Perhaps I will think of more later today,” she said. “You caught us off guard, and I’ll need to speak with everyone else to come up with ideas.”

“Fair enough,” I said, and I saw Emta began to walk across the bridge while she clutched a coconut to her chest.

“And you can provide pottery, hardwood, and help with gardening?” She asked.

“Sure,” I replied with a shrug. “As you said, there are probably other things I can think of. We should talk about it more when I return with the plates, bowls, and cups.”

“You think it will take you a week?” she asked.

“Yeah, but I’m sure you know that the unexpected often happens.”

“I understand,” she said. “We could use the pottery, and we do have an abundance of salt, so we will appreciate the gift when you do bring it to us.”

“Not a gift,” I said. “It’s a trade.”

“Of course,” she laughed lightly, and they both seemed to relax more.

“You must be powerful,” she said as her silver colored eyes drifted again to the badge on my shirt.

“I’m alive,” I said with a shrug.

“Yes,” she said, “but we all have abilities. You must feel very confident that yours will trump ours.” Our eyes met again, and her full red lips curved up a bit in a crooked smile. “Or perhaps you are bluffing.”

“You could always find out,” I said as I forced my sweetest smile to my face, “but it seems like a bit of a waste when you already told me a few times that you had plenty of salt and you needed pottery.”

“Hmmm,” Quwaru sighed as she nodded. “I suppose I will let you win this one, Victor.”

“There isn’t a winner or a loser,” I said as Emta approached. “I’m getting salt, and you are getting pottery.”

“If you deliver,” the red-skinned succubus looking woman said as Emta moved to stand next to her.

“I’ll deliver. Here is how it is going to work: Emta is going to set the coconut on the ground, then she is going to pick up the rope, then you three are going to turn around and walk to the other side of your bridge.”

“Fuck that,” the woman with the medusa style hair hissed.

“Once you get to the other side, I’ll take the salt and leave. As soon as you see me crest that hill, you can come across the bridge again. I’ll be long gone, but I’ll bring your pottery to you when I have it ready.”

“How do we know you will not cut the bridge when we are in the middle?” Emta asked as she narrowed her eyes at me.

“I’d rather have ten buckets of salt and a trade relationship with you.” I shrugged.

“I think he is full of shit,” the tan woman growled. “We don’t have to do as he asked.”

“It’s fine, Emta,” Quwaru replied as she waved her hand. “We need the pottery and we don’t need the salt. Victor could have cut the bridge before and we would have fallen. He wanted to talk to us, so he’ll do what he has said he will do.”

“Yeah, I will.” I stood and brushed off my pants.

“On my world, we have a tradition of touching hands to seal the deal,” the succubus looking woman said as she held her right palm out toward me. “Will you touch hands with me, Victor?”

Her two companions looked at her hand and they seemed to hold their breaths. My spidey-sense started tingling, and I guessed that this sexy woman must have had some sort of ability that only worked when she touched someone.

“Maybe next time,” I said as I smirked at her.

“Ahhh,” Quwaru sighed, and I saw Emta’s jaw clench with anger.

“I mean no offense,” I said, and then I looked to Emta. “We’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. Thank you for bringing me the salt.”

“I had little choice,” she replied, but her jaw seemed to relax a bit, and she looked away from me.

“We’ll move back across the bridge now,” Quwaru said, and the other woman picked up the rope. Then they all shuffled around so that Will-Lack was in the lead before they stepped on the bridge.

I waited until they were three quarters back across the bridge, and then I grabbed the coconut filled with salt. It must have weighed a good ten pounds, and I couldn’t wait to see the look on everyone’s face when I brought it back.

I turned and calmly walked up the hill while the raptors crawled beside me in the grass. By the time I made it to the peak, Will-Lack, Quwaru, and Emta had made it all the way back, and I gave them a nod before I walked down the other side.

Trel was waiting for me, but before she could say anything, I nodded toward the jungle.

“Run!” I hissed, and I cradled the salt under my arm as we both sprinted down the grassy slope.

I gave one look behind us before we got into the jungle, but I didn’t see anyone following us. I still didn’t stop running though, and my lungs were screaming by the time we made it back to Tom. The trike was already laying down so that we could mount easily, but I didn’t bother securing the salt before I told him to start running south along the ridge of the jungle. Tom had already done a lot of running today, but I asked him to push a little harder, and we were soon past the part of the beach where the lava had flowed and was twisting through the dunes. I’d made the troodons run beside us in the jungle, and I’d tried to take Tom on a trajectory where there were fewer spots for someone to see his footprints, but I realized that my new trade partners might still be able to figure out that I’d ridden away on dinos.

Or maybe they wouldn’t believe it.

“You got the salt!” Trel finally said when I slowed Tom enough so that we could speak over the wind.

“Yeah,” I said as I shot her a smile. “And we’ll be able to get a lot more from them.” I handed the coconut back to her so she could tie it to Tom’s storage area, and then I looked over our haul. We had plenty of sand, hundreds of pounds of clay, salt, and five new dinos. I couldn’t have asked for a better outcome, and now there was only one thing left to do.

“Let’s go back home,” I said, and then I kissed her passionately before I turned Tom around to the east and began the long return trip.
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Chapter 11

We didn’t run into trouble on the way back, but the sun was low in the sky by the time we reached the gate. Nicole and Katie seemed happy to see us, but they were happier to see Tom, and I let the three of them nuzzle each other before I rode him across the clearing and into our inner fort walls. I noticed the piles of wood branches were a bit smaller, but the cause for that was apparent when I looked around the perimeter of the outer wall. The women had been busy while Trel and I were gone, and they had put together twelve more platforms.

The group was standing around our new underground cook fire location just left of the gate leading into our inner fort, and they all moved around the fires so that they could speak with us.

“How did it go?” Kacerie asked as she glanced suspiciously at the five tiger-striped troodons.

“Great!” I said as I commanded Tom and the troodons to sit. Then I took a plate of meat from Galmine and updated them on our journey. Trel filled in a few exaggerated details about how amazing I was, but we eventually got the story out, and then we all stared at the jugs full of sand, clay, and salt that Liahpa and Sheela had unloaded from Tom’s back.

“What a bounty,” Galmine said with a happy sigh.

“It really is,” Kacerie said as she reached into the coconut, pinched some salt, and then sprinkled it on her cooked hunk of liver. We watched her take a bite, and then she let out a satisfied moan as her eyes rolled back into her head. The other women quickly sprinkled salt over their food, and Galmine also took a drink from the jug where we had stored the sea water.

“Delicious,” the gray-skinned beauty said after she finished drinking. “I will be able to prepare much nicer meals with this salt.”

“And we can better preserve some of this meat,” I said as I gestured to the fifteen pounds of slow roasting meat that we had taken from the dinos. “Speaking of that, where are the corpses? I didn’t see them when we came in.”

“Sheela and I dragged them into the forest to our west about six hundred yards,” Liahpa said. “There is a ravine there without a river at the bottom, so we pushed them all down into the crack. I’m sure the scavengers will pick them clean.”

“Great,” I said. “So, it was calm here all day?”

“Yes, Victor,” Sheela said, and the other women nodded. “I am concerned about this trade arrangement. I do not feel as if it is safe to go back to this group.”

“It will be okay,” I said. “It was apparent that they need plates, bowls, and mugs. They didn’t even discuss the options amongst themselves.”

“Still, I wish to go with you next time,” Sheela said, and the other women nodded.

“We’ll see,” I said after I swallowed a bite of liver and then rested my hand on Scoob’s head. The troodon had crept forward while we talked through the day, and he was now resting his head on my knee. I gave the tiger-stripped dino a scratch, and then I noticed that the other troodons had gathered around Trel so she could pet them.

“Awwwwww! They are like bigger versions of Jinx! So cute!” Galmine reached down to pet the little blue chocobo dino at her feet, and Jinx let out a happy squawk.

“Victor,” Kacerie said, and I turned toward her, “I have kind of a surprise for you.”

“Oh?” I asked, and I noticed the other women smile.

“Well, Emerald and I do.” The pink-haired woman laughed and then stood and gestured for Trel, Emerald, and me to follow her under doggie door of our smaller fort. The whole group came with us, and I let out a belly laugh as she stood like Vanna White and gestured to a new hut that was on the opposite side of the fort from the old one. It was grass covered, just like the first, but it looked a bit smaller and I guessed that two or three people would fit in it comfortably with a fire in the middle.

“Damn! Did you make this?” I asked.

“With Emerald,” she said. “It’s a bit smaller than the other one, but I figured that ahh, you might want to sleep alone or… well, you know. We put a fire pit inside, so it’s ready to go.”

“Damn,” I said, “That’s really cool.”

“It won’t be cold inside,” she laughed and winked a blue eye at me.

“Thanks,” I said, and she gave me a big smile and nodded at me. Then I opened my arms, and she stepped in close so I could hug her. Kacerie was all sorts of beautiful, with a great ass, amazing hair, a face that could grace a magazine cover, and legs that went on for days. But I was pretty used to being around beautiful women now and hugging her didn’t produce the instant boner that it would have just a few weeks ago.

I released her from my hug and then turned to Emerald. The scaled woman blinked at me a few times when I opened my arms, but then she stepped toward me and returned my embrace. Her hands gently rubbed up and down my back while we hugged, and when I moved to part from her, she leaned her face up and kissed me lightly on the lips.

“Emerald likes you!” Galmine said, and the green-haired woman nodded as she stared at me with her strange white eyes.

“I like her too,” I said, but then Trel wrapped one of her arms around my waist.

“As Victor has said, you all did an excellent job today. But now I must reward our hero with a night full of really great lovemaking. We’ll see you all in the morning.”

Before I could say anything, Trel pulled on my hips and ushered me into the hut. The fire inside was burning low, and probably needed to be shifted so that it wouldn’t go out, but Trel’s lips were on mine, and her hands were yanking off my clothes.

My fingers pulled at her flimsy garment, and since she only wore a bra and panties, she was naked way before me. Our lips parted, and then my mouth found her neck, shoulders, nipples, stomach, and vagina, but before I could bring her to orgasm, she pushed me away, took my pants off, and then kneeled before me.

“Tonight I will be your servant,” she whispered before she took me in her mouth. “Since kings rule over duchesses.”

Then the rest of the night faded into a blur of passion and the beautiful woman’s moans of ecstasy.
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Chapter 12

Trel’s lips woke me up the next morning. She started by kissing my mouth, then my neck, then my chest, and then her tongue flicked down my naked torso until my body stirred.

“You are quite virile,” the obsidian-haired woman whispered before she took me in her mouth again.

“Easy around you,” I sighed as I rested my head on my hands and watched her lips work. The sensations were amazing, and I soon closed my eyes and began to wonder about my crazy twists of luck. Less than eight weeks ago I’d been just a dog catcher in the city of Los Angeles, but now I was… well, fuck. What was I? A dinosaur tamer? A fort builder? A leader of six beautiful women? A trade negotiator? A lover of three women that didn’t seem at all upset about sharing me? My life was pretty crazy, but there were certainties I knew were fact. The most important was that I would do whatever it took to protect and care for my friends and lovers.

I gestured for Trel to come up from where she sucked on me, and then she turned around so that she could ride me reverse-cowgirl. Once upon a time, her spider legs had scared the shit out of me, but now I thought they were beautiful, just like the rest of her, and I ran my hands down her back and whispered compliments to her until we both climaxed. Then we lay together again for a few minutes kissing until she sighed in my ear.

“We should probably get to work,” she said.

“That’s what I normally say,” I said with a laugh.

“Yeah, but I am trying to be a better leader, like you. I have been thinking about what you said yesterday.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“I will try to be nicer,” she said. “It will not hurt me to try.”

“But you have to let me complain to you in private. Some people are too stupid to breathe. None of the women currently in our tribe, but someday we will have idiots, and I will want to pull my hair out if I can’t explain their stupidity to them.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” I said, and then I reached down to grab my clothes.

We dressed slowly, exchanged a few more kisses, and then walked out of the new hut. It was early morning, and the sun had just peeked over the mountains, but everyone else was up chatting around the breakfast fire, and Galmine presented a plate full of meat to us.

“I used the salt,” the rock woman said proudly, and I couldn’t help but moan when I took a bite out of the smoked liver.

“Tastes great,” I said. “Crazy how much salt matters.”

“It adds a bunch,” Kacerie said, and I saw that the hair stylist wasn’t eating. Instead, she was using a wide stick to scoop white looking soup out of one clay pot so that she could put it in another.

“How goes the soap?” I asked, and everyone turned to her.

“I’m making progress,” Kacerie said without looking up, “but I messed up the last batch. I think it was because I didn’t scrape off the top of the lye and rendered fat and use both those components. Or maybe I need the sludge at the bottom. I’m not sure, but I didn’t get any sort of suds with the last batch, so I’m hoping that refining it a bit more solves the problem. I’m going to pour this lye slowly over the fat when they both get cool, then mix them up and see what happens.”

“Great,” I said as I took another bite of meat and then reached my hand down to scratch Scoob’s head. The troodon let out a little hoot, and then rubbed his face against my right leg, then I heard a little squawk on my left, and saw Jinx rubbing up against the other side. I gave the little blue dino a pet so he didn’t feel left out, and then I let the day’s tasks file through my brain.

“Kacerie, you’ll spend the rest of the day working on soap, if you have free time, work on making cordage.”

“You got it,” she said as she pulled back her long pink hair from her slender neck and shot me a smile.

“Sheela and Liahpa. You need to keep working on the platforms. Looks like you are about halfway done.”

“We will be done today,” the blonde woman said with a nod.

“Great, then you can start working on more spears and bows.”

“Yes, Victor.” Sheela smiled, but Liahpa raised a finger in the air.

“I would like to speak with you in private after breakfast.”

“Okay,” I said, and then I turned to Galmine. “I’m going to dig the trench around the fort with Sonny and Cher, but I’ll have Bob and Hope till the area that you want to be a garden. I need you to put some sticks in the ground at the corners so I know where to dig.”

“I’ll do it!” Galmine said with a laugh. “I can’t wait to work with the earth again. I will grow us such beautiful food.”

“Once I’m done with all the digging, you and I will go out on Tom’s back and look for the plants you need.”

“That sounds like a grand adventure,” Galmine said as she slowly clapped her hands together.

“Let’s hope not,” I said with a laugh, and then I turned to my right. “Trel, I need you to build the kiln.”

“I will dig a small trench and also use some of the dirt that you pull up from the trenches outside. I think I will build one first to test my design, and then I will build three more once it works well.”

“Three?” I asked as I raised my eyebrow.

“Yeah,” Trel said. “We need to make these plates, bowls, and cups for the salt tribe. Then we need roof shingles for the upgraded versions of our huts. Then we will need paving stones. I also think we need covered areas for work stations.” She gestured to the sky with her claw-like hands and frowned. “Some days it is too hot, and it feels as if the rainy season might be coming. After that, it might get colder. The huts are not big enough to perform much work in, so we will need more roofs.”

“Don’t forget about the bathtub and toilet,” Kacerie said.

“Ahh, yes,” Trel said. “We will need to make another trip for the bathtub clay. It is alright though, as soon as I get all four ovens working, we will have the production capacity to create whatever we want. The most important project after the kiln will be the water filters. We have the fine grained sand now, so I will be working on that by the end of the day.”

“Anything I am forgetting?” I asked, and then my eyes turned to Emerald. It was easy to forget about her since she didn’t speak, but I wanted to make sure that she was included in our planning and felt like she had a place.

The scaled woman pointed up to the morning sky, shook her head, and then wiggled her fingers as she brought her arms down.

“It’s going to rain?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Shit,” I said as I looked up. I really didn’t see any clouds, but rain would change some of our plans, and I realized that we needed Trel’s covered workstations sooner rather than later. “Okay, we’ll do what we can as quickly as we can. We need to make sure that the clay and salt stay dry. Who do you want to help?”

Emerald turned her white eyes to Trel and then pointed at the obsidian-haired woman.

“Ha!” Trel cackled as she tapped her fingers together. “I am eager to have an apprentice.”

“Okay,” I said as I stood. “Everyone has their assignments. We have a full day today, and even more work tomorrow. If you need me, I’ll be controlling the parasaurs while they do the digging.”

The women all stacked their plates on the ground and then moved in separate directions. Except for Kacerie, who was still slowly stirring the content of her two ceramic pots. Galmine, who was moving to clean the dishes. And Liahpa, who beckoned for me to walk with her away from the fire.

“What’s up?” I asked as we moved away a few dozen feet.

“Uhh, the dawn,” the floating woman said as she glanced up toward her hair.

“Sorry. I meant: what do you need?”

“I have been thinking about the day before yesterday,” she said as she crossed her arms over her perfectly spherical breasts.

“Okay?” I raised my eyebrows.

“I have more questions about the differences between men and women.”

“We don’t really have time right now,” I said.

“No, that is fine,” she pulled her hands from her chest and waved at me apologetically. “Maybe when you take the dinosaurs to get water? You will do that soon, yes?”

“Yeah,” I said as I tried to think of a way to wiggle out of it. Then I decided that honesty was probably the best answer, and I took a deep breath.

“Look, Liahpa. I’m fine to talk, but what happened the other day probably can’t happen again.”

“Oh?” she asked as she tilted her head a bit.

“Geez,” I said. “Was that what you were going to ask me again? Did you want to see it?”

“Yes,” she said with a shrug that made it apparent she was shaking a little. “Is there a problem with that?”

“Yes and no,” I said. “Most men don’t have a problem being touched on their genitals, but then they have to experience sexual relief afterward.”

“What do you--” she started to say, but then her eyes opened wide and her mouth turned into an “O” shape. “I get it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It was fine one time. Well, it’s kind of fine whenever, but it’s also a tease to me.” I stopped talking when I realized what I was about to say. It was the kind of thing that the old Victor, the poor dog catcher from Los Angeles would have never dreamed of saying to a woman. But here I was, about to say something that I once would have thought was completely taboo.

“I know you have a terrible fear of men, but if you want to play with my penis again, we are going to have to become lovers. I’ll make sure you have a great time and climax a bunch, but I’m not interested in letting you fondle me otherwise.”

Liahpa’s red eyes opened even wider, and I saw her shoulders start to shake. I almost spit out some sort of apology. I almost tried to give her more logic around my decision. I almost changed my mind. But then I stopped myself. Damn it, I was the leader of this tribe of women. I was already lovers with three of them. I tamed dinosaurs, kicked ass, and built the walls of our camp. I didn’t need to get cock teased by a woman that was unsure of how she felt about men.

We stared at each other for a few moments, but then her eyes narrowed and she made a single nod before she floated toward where Sheela was working.

“I do have to get everyone their morning drink,” I laughed to myself as I commanded all the dinos except Jinx and Tom to come to me.

The crew of Hope, Bob, Sonny, Cher, Nicole, Katie, Scoob, Shag, Fred, Daphne, and Velma quickly fell in a neat line behind me, and I climbed up on Bob’s back. I checked to make sure that the spear was in place, and then I set off toward the gate. The doors were closed, but both Nicole and Katie helped me lift them, and then I posted Tom as the guard.

It felt good to be on the parasaur’s back again. Tom was fine to ride, but he was a bit slower, and his gait wasn’t quite as smooth. He was like driving a big rig when compared to Bob’s SUV style. Bob was quicker to accelerate, turn, and slow, but there was also something comforting about riding on the back of Tom and knowing that he could plow over pretty much anything in his path.

As I rode through the early morning air, I turned around to see my group of loyal dinosaurs. I remembered how badass I’d felt when I had first tamed Hope, but now I kind of felt like a demigod. I had a small army of dinos, and even though the troodons weren’t giant apex predators, they were really useful when dealing with man-sized assholes.

Something told me I’d have to worry about those more than an allosaurus or carno.

There was nothing unusual at the river, and I set Sonny and Cher back to work on the trench when I returned to the fort. Tom still needed a drink, but he had a saddle now, so I moved Hope and Bob to the area that Galmine was marking with sticks. They got to work plowing the field, and I took Tom and the troodons back to the river.

The rest of the morning passed easier than I expected. Bob and Hope finished plowing the area Galmine had marked off in less than an hour, so I moved them to the outside perimeter of the fort to help Sonny and Cher dig. Their work was simple and didn’t require a lot of attention, so I considered helping one of the other workgroups. Trel and Emerald were an obvious choice, since Trel needed to build the kiln quickly so she could start work on her water filters, but they were both working beside the inner wall, and I didn’t want to be that far away from the parasaurs. That really only left Sheela and Liahpa as options, and I walked over to where they were working near the outer wall.

Sheela was grateful for the assistance, but Liahpa’s body was tense while I worked next to her cutting logs and tying cordage around the joints of the platforms. I wondered if I was actually helping them build quicker, but the silver woman’s body soon relaxed more, and we spent the next few hours talking about the various lift ball strategies she had used during her career.

A bit after midday, the parasaurs finished digging the trench. I had them do a quick pat down around the wall to prevent the slope from eroding easily, and then I surveyed the trench as I rode Bob around the perimeter a few times. It looked pretty damn awesome, and I could easily imagine a group of carnos or allosaurus tumbling into it as they tried to race into our walls. The set up would funnel all the attackers across the land bridge and into our gate, but the trio of trikes there had already proven that they were great at keeping assholes out with their horns.

Our little camp had turned into a fort, but now it was getting closer to a fortress.

Storm clouds were actually starting to roll in, so I rode back into the gate, used the trikes to help me close the doors, and then rode the rest of the way to our inner wall. I was surprised to find Kacerie, Emerald, Galmine, and Trel pounding ten-foot tall stakes into the ground at two different locations. As I got closer, I saw that they already had eight posts pushed into the grass. I also realized that they were going to use them to build a shelter over the cooking fires and a shelter over a spot of cleared earth where Trel and Emerald had built what looked like an “L” shaped chimney out of mud. The chimney puffed a bit of light gray smoke, but the women seemed more interested with the shelters than the fire.

“Hey, Victor!” Trel exclaimed as I rode closer on Bob. “Just who I needed.”

“I bet you want me to tie the tip beam of your shelters while I sit on Bob’s saddle,” I said with a laugh.

“Yeah,” she agreed as she handed me a long branch. “Three vertical posts in a rectangle shape. If you can wedge this end to the notch I cut in the center post at the top, I will do the same on the other side.”

“Got it,” I said as I pulled out my axe from my belt and used the back end to tap the two pieces of wood together. Trel had cut them both perfectly to fit, and it only took two hits to get it snug. She scaled the other pole while Emerald held the base, and together we arranged more roof beams.

“Emerald, how long before you think the rain will hit?” I asked as I turned away from the dark clouds. The woman raised up two fingers, shrugged, and then three fingers.

“I hope you mean two or three hours?” I asked, and she nodded.

“We should be able to get everything up before it starts,” I said. “Who’s idea was this, anyway?”

Trel pointed to Emerald, and the green-haired woman raised her hand shyly.

“Great job,” I said. “We’ll need to do something like this for the dinos. We probably won’t have a chance before the rains hit, but at least it is warm outside.”

Emerald nodded and then used the pyramid-shaped step stool- ladder to reach up to the roof and start laying ferns. The higher vertical poles in the center meant that the roof had a peak to let the water run off, and we still had plenty of ferns left over from when we gathered them the day before yesterday.

Trel and I moved over to the roof Galmine and Kacerie were building over the cooking fire. The pink-haired woman was using another one of our pyramid shaped step stools to get high enough to hit the vertical support beams down, but I was able to get a much better angle on the back of Bob, and I quickly slammed in the rest of the poles. Then Trel and I laid the horizontal roof beams and moved to thread the ferns through the slats. We finished the second structure around the same time that Emerald finished her’s, and then the four of us studied our work for half a minute.

“It would be better with clay roof tiles,” Trel said, “but the way we put the horizontal beams on the top will allow me to lay tiles later. The ferns should hold for tonight unless we have strong winds.”

“I have a bit of space to work on the soap,” Kacerie said.

“There is plenty of room to work with the food,” Galmine said.

“I think we’ll have to skip finding plants for the garden today, Galmine,” I said as I pointed to the storm. “It is looking a bit--”

My words were cut off by a sound of thunder tearing through the sky like a giant farting, and a distant spark of light to the east caused the world to flash.

“--ugly,” I finished.

“At least we will get fresh rainwater to drink,” Trel said. Then she turned to Emerald. “Could you be a good apprentice and go get the water jugs from inside the main tent? We should dump out the river water and then set each at a corner of our new shelters so they fill up.”

Emerald smiled at Trel and then walked back through the door. As soon as the green-haired woman’s back was turned, Trel looked at me, winked, and gave me a thumbs up. I raised my hand to stifle a bit of a laugh, and then I stepped over to the smoke puffing chimney that they had both built out of mud.

“What am I looking at here?” I said as I stood on my toes to see the top hole. The sculpture was a good five and a half feet tall, the vertical cylinder was probably three feet in diameter, and the “foot” part of the “L” came out another ten or so inches. That was actually where Trel put the wood, and I could see licks of red flame popping up from holes at the bottom of the chimney chute.

“The fuel is fed through the bottom here,” Trel said as she pointed to the base. “It doesn’t require much wood because the air gets sucked in from this horizontal part and then rises when it is heated. I am using the same concept as my cooking fire pits, but it is more compact.”

“Looks like the wood is raised,” I said as I ducked down to examine where she inserted the wood. It looked like she had only put a handful of twigs in there, and I couldn’t believe they hadn’t already burned.

“Yeah, this lets air get under the fuel. Galmine used some clay to create my ledges. She also made a top grate. Did you see the holes when you looked down from below?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“The inside walls are clay, but then Emerald and I stacked mud around. The clay will expand a bit and the mud will crack, but then we will re-plaster the mud. This small fire is curing the inside, but as soon as I saw the storm clouds, I realized that the rain would mess up all of our progress. We changed objectives to build the shelters.” A few drops of heavy rain started to fall, and Trel shot me a crooked smile. “Just in time.”

“The design looks great,” I said. “It also isn’t making a lot of smoke.”

“The way I made the campfires burns the fuel very efficiently. I can even put green twigs and small branches in here. Once I test this design out, I’ll make one twice as big so that we can do larger pots.”

“Sounds good,” I said as I held my hands out the side of the chimney. It was starting to get really warm, and I looked down again at the small amount of fuel she was burning. “You are really damn smart, Trel.”

“I am a genius,” Trel scoffed. “I feel like you keep forgetting and are amazed every time I prove my intelligence.”

“Would you rather I don’t tell you that you are smart?” I asked as I smirked at her.

“Oh no,” she laughed. “You can keep telling me I am amazing. I will stop complaining.”

“Trel, you are amazing,” I repeated, and her smile grew wider.

“Ahh, but I had assistance,” Trel said as she gestured to the green-haired woman carrying our water jugs. “Emerald helped me a lot. As did Kacerie and Galmine. It is a team effort, and I am grateful for everyone’s assistance.”

Emerald seemed a bit surprised by Trel’s praise, but she still nodded at the other woman and set down the jug at the corner of the shelter so that water would pour down into it.

“That is nice of you to say,” Kacerie said as she looked up from her pots.

“It is nice of you to help me,” Trel replied, and they exchanged smiles. Kacerie turned back to her work, and then Trel raised an eyebrow and nodded at me.

Another tear of thunder sounded from the heavens, and I saw Sheela and Liahpa jogging toward the two new shelters. The heavy sprinkles were just about to turn into rain, so both women were wet, and their nipples pushed against the thin fabric that covered their breasts.

“Probably a good time to stop for the day,” I said as they took cover under the shelter.

“We are on the last two platforms,” Sheela said as she squeezed the water out of her long blonde hair.

“Wow, that’s great! Good work,” I told both of them.

“We could probably finish them, but it looks like it is going to get worse,” Liahpa said as she reached her hands down to the ground so that they were close to the cooking fires.

“We kind of all skipped lunch,” I said. “Let’s eat and then call it a day.”

The women all nodded, and then Galmine handed us all plates filled with the roasted meat. Everything was now salted, and it tasted ten times better, but I could tell that this batch of food was on its way out.

“I’ll have to hunt more tomorrow,” I said a few minutes after we had all started eating. None of us had spoken, instead, we just watched the rain begin to pour.

“Oh!” Kacerie gasped. “I forgot to tell you that I worked on some fish traps. They are in the hut. If you take me with you to the river tomorrow, I’ll help you place them.”

“Awesome,” I said. “Good job.”

“It was fun,” she shrugged. “I had some free time today when I was waiting for the lye and fat to separate.

“How is that going?” I asked as everyone turned to her.

“I think I’ll have good news in about an hour.” Kacerie winked at me, and then she looked back down at one of her clay mixing bowls.

“So tomorrow we’ll finish the last two platforms, put down some fish traps in the river, find some stuff for Galmine to plant, build more kilns, build more weapons, and look for some kind of bird or dinosaur to domesticate for eggs. Am I missing anything?”

“We could make more saddles for the dinos that don’t have them,” Kacerie said.

“Yeah, good idea,” I replied, the pink-haired woman looked up from her bowls to give me a wide smile. The hairdresser had really stepped up in the last few days, and she almost seemed like a different person from the woman who first arrived.

“I have a suggestion,” Liahpa said over the sound of the rain, and we all turned to her.

“What is it?” I asked.

“We need more work platforms,” she said as she moved her hands horizontally in the air. “We don’t really have an efficient spot to cut, chop or prep.”

“You mean like a workbench?” I asked with a laugh. “Damn, that’s a good idea. We’ve just been sitting on the ground.”

“I noticed it today,” Liahpa said as she shrugged and turned to Sheela. “We could have cut the wood easier and tied the poles together quicker if we had a stomach high flat surface that was sturdy.”

“Yeah, I get it,” I turned to Trel and found her tapping her lips with her finger.

“The sturdy part is the problem,” Trel said after a few moments. “I can make a table with legs, and then top it with split logs, but it might not stand up to hard use. The best solution might be to knock down one of the trees, cut it at the base so that we have the large cylinder log, and then have one of the trikes move it over and set it where we want it.”

“So it would look like a tree stump,” I said as I thought through the process.

“We could also knock down a tree and use the adze to flatten the top. Then I could dig a trench and we could set the log in. That would produce a long flat surface.” Trel motioned over the air with her fingers, and I got the idea of what she meant.

“Seems really heavy,” Liahpa said. “You can’t do something with legs?”

“We could always use the adze to level out something,” Trel said with a shrug. “In the previous design, we could flip the log over and level it from both sides. However, that will take a long time, and it will probably be less stable on legs. I’d have to drill holes using coals, then make legs with tied joints to support the weight. I’m sure I could tweak the design and have it working fine in a week, but since we have dinosaurs who can lift heavy things, I think we should use something simple.”

“What about just a big rock?” Kacerie asked. “We use the small level rocks for sharpening the axes. What if we could find a flat boulder and then bring it inside? We wouldn’t have to worry about it rotting or being stable. We could probably even find one that wasn’t totally flat and then chip the top until it was level.”

“Hmmm,” I said as I thought through the problem. “I’ll keep an eye open for something when I am out tomorrow. The problem with a big boulder is that it’s going to be heavy. Maybe even too heavy for a trike to lift.”

“If you find something suitable, we can use Liahpa’s ability to move it,” Trel said as she pointed at the floating woman.”

“I can only make things heavier.” Liahpa’s eyes narrowed a bit with confusion.

“That is fine, we can use levers and fulcrums to lift it off the ground. You would create the counterweight. I have it figured out. I would just need to see the boulder and then design a strategy around moving it. The boulder is just one option, we could always do the logs, but the logs will eventually warp in the weather and rain, so a stone would be much better.”

“I’ll keep an eye out when I am traveling,” I said.

“Did you see any bamboo while you were out yesterday?” Kacerie asked.

“Good memory,” I said with a chuckle. “We found a spot for clay about half-a-mile west on the river. The clay is kind of on the wall, so we’d have to find a way to rope down, but above it, we thought we saw some bamboo in the jungle. I’ll add it to the list of things to look at.”

Kacerie nodded at my words and then went back to her bowls. I was again impressed by her diligence, and I realized that she had a good mind for organization. I figured that she probably had to since she owned her own salon on her home world and managed inventory, clients, and employees.

“You all are doing a great job,” I said as I turned to everyone. “I’m really happy with how well the camp is progressing. I know we’ve been working our asses off for the last few weeks, and I can’t promise you it will get easier anytime soon, but I think there is a light at the end of the tunnel. Once we get a few more things built and develop some systems that are easy to maintain, we’ll be able to relax more.”

“We are relaxing right now, Victor.” Sheela smiled at me and then took a small bite of cooked meat.

“Yeah, but only because it is raining.” I laughed and then a flash of lightning lit the sky and world like a neon sign.

During that brief flash, I thought I saw movement above our gate.

“Fuck!” I shouted, but the thunder covered up my words.

I turned around so I could look into the distance. It was a bit hard to see through the layers of pouring rain, but the trikes seemed to be standing at attention. There was another strike of lightning, and I definitely did see something moving in the distance outside the walls of our fort.

It was the trio of allosauruses, and they were charging along the path toward our gate.
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Chapter 13

“Sheela and Liahpa, come with me!” I yelled, but the thunder cracked again, and my words were covered up. They still understood that I needed them, and we each grabbed spears before running into the downpour.

The day had been on the warmer side, and the rain wasn’t uncomfortable. It kind of reminded me of a rare Los Angeles summer rain. Except that it came down on my shoulders and skull with the force of sledgehammers, and I winced a bit with surprise.

Liahpa and Sheela ran across the wet grass beside me, and another strike of lighting revealed that the lead allosaurus had made it to the gate. The giant predator kind of shoulder-checked the wood, but the gate somehow held its shape, and the dino bounced back a bit. The trikes shook their heads with displeasure, but they knew better than to risk attacking when the door was still closed.

“Liahpa, can you make the gate heavier?” I shouted to her over the rain.

“I’ll try!” she replied, and then she sprinted ahead of me like a rocket. We were still a good fifty yards away from the gate, but she made it there in almost two blinks, and she rested her hands on each of the gates as the allosaurus retreated back a few steps.

It was going to charge again, and I realized that I might have given her terrible orders. If the creature did break through the wall, Liahpa would be an easy meal. It was too late to change my mind though, the building-sized predator was already charging again, and it crashed into the gates like a giant sledgehammer.

But then it bounced off like a tennis ball.

“Yes!” I shouted as I reached the three trikes guarding the door.

I quickly climbed up onto Tom’s saddle so that I could see over the gate easier. The female with the injured face was pacing on the other side of the bridge, and the one who had just bounced off the wall stepped back to stand next to her. The third let out a roar that was almost covered by the sound of thunder, and then it cautiously moved across the land bridge so it could take a turn at the door.

This one seemed to be smarter than the other, and he leaned up over the top of the gate and tried to look down. The gate was only about eight feet tall, and the allosaurus was a little more than twice as big. The top support beam of the entrance was fifteen feet high. So, the dino had to kind of lower his head and then poke through the gap. He saw Liahpa standing beneath him, and I pushed Tom forward as my heart shot up into my throat.

The allosaurus dipped his maw down to try to bite Liahpa, but I got Tom’s horn up in time, and the predator got stabbed in the cheek. The creature let out a wail of pain mixed with frustration, and then he tried to yank his head up and out of the top part of the gate.

I didn’t let him.

Tom pushed forward with his back legs, and the horn dug deeper into the allosaurus’ cheek. I half expected Liahpa to jump away from the door, but the floating silver woman held her position with her hands on the gate, and they didn’t budge when I pressed the horn tighter into the allosaurus’ head.

The predator squirmed and thrashed against the door while it screamed, and for half a moment, I thought I’d crushed its skull, but then it suddenly flicked its head up, and Tom skidded backward on the wet grass. The allosaurus let out a screech and then twisted its bleeding face down to try to bite Liahpa again, but then a spear hit it in its face near where Tom’s horn had pierced the cheek.

I looked down to see Kacerie, Trel, and Emerald moving up to the gate. It looked like Trel had been the one who threw the spear, but then Emerald tossed her weapon, and the point of it slammed into the allosaurus’ nose. The beast had hooked his front arms up over the top of the gate, and he pushed his back up against the top support beam as he pulled with his arms against the gate. It didn’t really look like he was trying to bring down the gate, it looked more like he was trying to escape our weapons, but his positioning was either going to tear down the doors, or it would pop the support beam off the top archway of the opening.

If that happened, our entire wall would lose a lot of strength.

“Sheela! Kill it!” I shouted to the cat-woman. She had taken a defensive position right next to Liahpa and held her spear up to ward off the next attack.

Sheela heard my order over the thunder of rain and the screams of the allosaurus, so she took a few steps back and then pulled her spear back as if to throw it. The allosaurus was still thrashing, and its back was starting to work the support beam at the top free. I was about to shout at her to hurry up, but then she flung the spear, and it traveled up through the air like a bullet. The point sank into the allosaurus’ eyeball, and the beast flinched back against the door.

Then it knocked its head against the top support beam and fell back on the other side of the gate.

“Trel!” I shouted over the storm, and the spider woman turned to me. I pointed to my eyes and then the wall to indicate she needed to be our look out, and she nodded before leaping on the nearest platform. Trel turned to yell what she saw at me, but a flash of lighting came down only a few hundred yards from our base, and the sound of thunder drowned out every other noise.

“It is dead! The other two are still out there!” Trel screamed after the thunder faded, and I turned back on Tom’s saddle so that I looked at Sheela and Liahpa.

“Open the gates!” I shouted, but they both gave me a confused look and I realized I had to explain myself. “I’m going to finish this. Otherwise, they will just attack us again when we aren’t ready.”

The two athletic women looked as if they were about to refuse my request, but then Sheela turned and grabbed onto the door’s horizontal brace. Liahpa moved next to her, and they lifted the gate up and twisted it open. I saw the dead allosaurus on the other side of the gate, and it was half falling off the bridgeway and into the trench that I had just dug.

Sheela and Liahpa lifted the other door, and I saw the two allosauruses on the other side of the bridge dip their heads and snarl at me. I was a bit surprised they had returned to attack us so soon, but then again, I did know they would eventually be back. I’d been worried about them since we had first fought, so I knew that I needed to press my attack. Especially when I outnumbered them now and could fall back into the gate if I needed to.

Time to kill these assholes.

I commanded the five troodons to flow out of the gateway and run across the bridge. The small dinos looked like tiny plastic models next to the giant allosauruses, but the bigger predators still turned their eyes down at the charging group and took a step back to try and give them more space. The allosauruses didn’t really need to even worry about the troodons since the worst they could do was nip at their ankles. But my point wasn’t really to attack with Scoob, Shag, Fred, Velma, and Daphne. I just wanted to distract the bigger dinos so that I could make a surprise charge with my trikes.

My strategy worked, and the allosauruses turned around to the side when the troodons ran past them. The one with the ruined face even tried to snap at the troodons, which meant that she didn’t notice Katie, Nicole, and Tom charging across the bridge until it was too late.

Katie slammed into the allosaurus on the left, and Nicole hit the face-injured one on the right. The attacks hit the predators’ flanks, and they both tumbled to the ground with the trikes’ horns stuck in them. There was a shit ton of screaming and thrashing coming from the allosauruses, but they couldn’t escape the horns that had pushed them to the ground, and I was almost on them with Tom.

I aimed for the injured one first, and I commanded the big trike to lower his head and get ready for ramming. The allosaurus saw us coming out of the corner of her eyes, and she made one last valiant thrash before we ran past Nicole’s shoulder. Tom’s horns snagged the allosaurus in the face, and then her skull tore free as the big trike kept running.

I turned Tom back around to my left, and he shook his head to toss the skull parts of the allosaurus free. The last predator had actually halfway crawled loose from Katie’s horns, but it was obvious that he was critically injured, all I was doing now was putting him out of his misery.

Tom didn’t miss, and he plowed over the carno like a bull through a cardboard cutout.

I slowed Tom after I had killed the last allosaurus, and then I turned the trike around so that I could head back to the fort. Another bolt of lightning crashed into the ground a bit left of our walls, and the deafening boom of thunder came immediately afterward. We were right in the center of the storm now, and I realized that mother nature was now the next threat that I had to deal with. Being able to control a bunch of badass dinosaurs wasn’t going to help me if I got struck by lightning.

“Put the gate back up!” I shouted to Liahpa and Sheela as soon as I and the trikes and troodons ran back inside. The women quickly lifted each of the gates, secured them in place, and then I jumped off Tom and set the trikes back to watch duty. The rain was coming down in buckets now, and we ran through ankle deep water before we made it back to the shelters over the two fires. The ground was dry here, and I was thankful that Trel decided to switch gears and work on the shelters.

Galmine had stayed back at the fire, but her green eyes were wide with worry, and I gave her a quick hug to let her know we were okay. The rest of my friends collapsed beside the two fires, and we watched streaks of lighting tear through the sky and jab into the landscape surrounding us for what felt like ten minutes. None of the lightning struck inside of our fort walls, but a few hit inside of the redwoods, and I worried a bit about a possible fire. There might have actually been some flames, but the rain was beating down hard enough to drown fish, and I was actually surprised that the shelters we had just made were holding up so well.

“At least the water isn’t cold,” Galmine finally said, and the rest of us turned to see her stick a hand into the downpour. “And we will have fresh water for a few days.”

“And those big predators are dead,” Sheela said as she smiled at me.

“And we have a working kiln and a bunch of clay,” Trel said.

“And we are dry under this shelter,” Liahpa said.

“Andddddddd…” Kacerie’s voice paused dramatically, and we all turned to the pink-haired woman. “I think I figured it out.”

“No shit?” I asked as I moved around to look at her bowl.

“Yep,” she laughed as she showed me the waxy looking white stuff in her bowl. “I just tried a little in the rainwater. It suds up. Doesn’t smell like anything, but try it.”

Kacerie chipped a bit of it off with her fingers and put in in my hand. It looked just like the Ivory brand soap that my dad liked to use at the clinic, and I quickly reached my hand out into the rain to get it a little wet. Then I rubbed my palms together while the rest of the women watched with excitement plain on their beautiful faces.

My hands lathered up quickly, and I turned my palms around to show everyone. I couldn’t keep from smiling, and the women all began to clap and cheer.

Kacerie was suddenly the most popular woman in our group, and Trel was the first one to wrap her arms around the pink-haired woman for a hug. Hugs were actually given all around as my friends celebrated, and I felt my heart swell when I saw everyone getting along so well.

“Ahhh. This is wonderful,” Trel said as she pulled her bra off and then reached down to shimmy out of her tight underwear.

“What are you doing?” Liahpa gasped. Trel’s rounded breasts hung a few inches from her face, and the silver woman’s cheeks actually seemed to turn red.

“Is it not obvious? I am going to take a shower. It has been months!” Trel reached for the bowl of soap and dug out a half hand-sized piece.

“Careful you don’t get it too wet, or it will dissolve quicker,” Kacerie warned. “Keep it out of the rain.”

“Bah!” Trel said, but she followed Kacerie’s warning anyway and set it on a clay dish beside the fire. Then the naked woman stepped into the rain and lifted her arms up into the air with a very un-Trel like squeal of pleasure. She was drenched in only a few seconds, and then she stepped back under the canopy to grab the soap.

I was mesmerized by her movements, but I wasn’t the only one. The entire group watched her swirl the soap between her long black fingers, and then rub the suds over her breasts, armpits, stomach, and arms. She jumped back in the water to rinse off with another squeal of delight. Then she returned to grab more soap, and this time she rubbed it over her hips, legs, and when she saw me watching her, she turned and rubbed the soap over her curvy ass.

“Kacerie, may I have some soap?” Galmine asked.

“Sure!” the hairdresser replied as she held the bowl out. Galmine took some, and then she joined Trel out in the rain.

Sheela pulled her own bra off, and then she wiggled out of her bikini bottom before she walked over to Kacerie for some soap. My three lovers were soon laughing together in the downpour, and they each took turns coming back under the shelter so that they could wash themselves.

Emerald stood and brought her fingers to the buttons on her blouse. Her shirt hadn’t dried yet from when she ran out into the rain ten minutes ago, and I could see the round shape of her firm breasts and her dark green nipples. She finished unbuttoning her shirt and pulled it off her shoulders, and I couldn’t help but stare at her chest. Despite the scales, her body was perfectly proportioned by human standards, and I felt my mouth go dry when I realized that she was still staring at me.

Emerald unbuttoned her black slacks and then wiggled her hips as she slid them off. She didn’t wear any underwear, and even though the rest of her body was scaled, there was a small triangle patch of green pubic hair above her vagina. She stared at me the whole time she stripped, but then she turned to reach for some soap from Kacerie before she walked out into the water.

“Emerald!” Galmine cheered as she gave the other woman a hug, and then Trel clapped and wrapped her arms around both women.

“Ugh, alright,” Kacerie groaned as she set the bowl of soap on the ground. She flashed her blue eyes to me as she began to unbutton her blouse, and then she smirked a bit and nodded to my clothes. “You coming?”

“You asking?” I asked as I raised my eyebrows.

“Maybe,” she laughed, and then she pulled her shirt off. Like all the women I had met on Dinosaurland, Kacerie had an amazing body. Her shoulders and torso tapered down to a narrow waist before gently flaring out to her slender hips. Her skin was creamy smooth like buttermilk, and her breasts were pert. My eyes were drawn to her erect nipples, and their pink color matched her mane of long hair.

Kacerie bit her bottom lip as her bright blue eyes met mine, and she reached down to slither out of her tight capri jeans. Her underwear was black and hugged her hips like a second skin, but just as I thought she was going to take it off, she giggled, jumped away from the shelter, and skipped over to the rest of the women with her arms up to the rain. They all cheered when she joined them, and Galmine threw her arms around her in a very affectionate hug.

“Damn,” I sighed and then felt my cheeks flush when I saw Liahpa looking at me. “I’m going to guess that you aren’t going to--”

“Not with you watching,” she said with a smirk.

“You know, you did see me naked,” I said.

“So now you expect me to--”

“I don’t care,” I said as I pulled my long sleeve uniform shirt off. “I haven’t taken a shower since I got here.” I yanked my boots and socks off, pulled off my jeans and underwear, and then walked out into the rain naked. The women were laughing and dancing with each other some ten feet away from me, and they all gave out a cheer when they saw me step into the rain naked.

For some reason, getting rained on while wearing clothes kind of sucked, but getting rained on while naked just felt like a shower, so it was great. But then add in five beautiful naked women, and the shower reached the maximum level of awesome.

Trel, Galmine, and Sheela were soon standing around me, and three pairs of hands rubbed soap over my shoulders, arms, chest, and back. Trel massaged my scalp with her long pointed fingers, and I felt my consciousness begin to spin and float about my body like some existential form of enlightenment. It only took a few minutes to realize that the reason for my light-headedness was because all the blood had fled my brain and traveled to my penis, but I really didn’t care. Most men could only dream of having one woman as wonderful as Trel, Sheela, or Galmine, and I had all three.

Once they finished taking care of me, I used the soap on their beautiful bodies. I wanted the experience to last forever, but before I knew it, we were all cleaned, and the group was back under the shelter and laying beside the roasting meats. Kacerie still had her underwear on, and Liahpa was still clothed with her tight-fitting superhero outfit, but everyone else was naked.

“The soap worked great, Kacerie,” I said as I looked up from where my head rested on Galmine’s soft tummy.

“Thanks.” Her eyes roamed over my naked body, and the lights from the fires made them twinkle like stars.

“Now that you have figured out the formula, how easy will it be to make?” I asked.

“It’s really easy,” she said. “I’ll just need plenty of wood ash and fat. When you go with Galmine to look at plants tomorrow, I’d like to come with you so I can try to find herbs that we can mix in for scents.”

“You got it,” I said.

“We have pretty much used the whole bowl,” Kacerie said. “I’d like to use some of it to wash our clothes, but then I’ll totally be out.”

“If you can make more before I go to give this other tribe their pottery, I can offer some of it for trade.”

“Ugh, you shouldn’t give them the pottery,” Trel said. “It is dangerous. We got the one bucket of salt from them. It will last us a few months. We can just find our own salt.”

“It will be good to have trading partners,” I said. “Maybe they can even be allies. I’d like to offer my hand in a careful peace first, and I always keep my word.”

“That is wise,” Sheela said. “Cooperation is important in a place like Dinosaurland.”

“We have a good team here,” Liahpa said. “I don’t think we need any others.”

“There will be other survivors who need saving,” I said to her.

“Oh, I don’t mean those,” Liahpa said as she waved her hands. “I am just worried about, ahhh, other tribes that might want to join with us.”

“You mean the other men of those tribes?” Trel scoffed. “You do not need to worry. Victor is the only male worth anything in this universe. Others are just idiots.”

“Hmmm,” the floating woman said as she glanced across the fire at me. Well, not me really, she was looking at my penis, and even though we were all relaxing after a nice shower, he was ready to party.

“We should get to bed,” I said as I fought back a yawn and pointed to the slow roasting meat. “I think the venison is pretty much done. We should give it to the troodons. What about the other meat?”

“I could salt it,” Galmine said, “but perhaps we should use fresher meat.”

“Okay,” I said as I stood. The women all stared at me with hunger in their eyes, even Liahpa, and I realized that my chest was filling out with muscle. My stomach was now clearly divided in an eight-pack, and I was starting to see the veins form on the bottom set of abdominal muscles. I had been exercising a lot with the camp building, and I was eating plenty of unprocessed food, but it had only been a month and a half since I first arrived on Dinosaurland as a slightly soft dog tamer. I didn’t expect to look like this so quickly.

“I’m gonna leave my clothes up to dry,” I said as I pointed up to where all of our pants and shirts hung over the kiln. The women just nodded as they stared at me, and I walked quickly out from under the shelter, under the doggie-door gate, past Hope’s small covered stable, and then into the new hut. The rain was still coming down, but the thunder and lightning had passed about an hour ago, and I only got a little wet.

The fire in my new hut was only orange embers, but I was practically a wizard with flames now, and a few seconds later I had it going again. Then I stretched out on one of the thick grass mats that Galmine and Kacerie had built.

I was still horny from the shower with all the women, but I was also really fucking tired, and even my mind was having problems doing its usual anxious planning. I was right at the edge of sleep, but then I sensed movement at the door, and I turned my eyes slightly to see Sheela.

“May I join you?”

“You never have to ask that,” I chuckled as I beckoned for her to lay down with me. She was naked, and she rested her head on my bicep as I spooned her.

“I will always ask,” she whispered. “It is my way.”

“I know, you are too polite.”

“Today was a good day, Victor,” she said after her breathing became more relaxed. I realized that she was probably just as exhausted as I was since the beautiful warrior woman was constantly working or guarding the camp. I’d actually enjoyed a full night of sleep for the last two nights, but I guessed that she had pulled guard duty for part of those nights.

“It was a good day,” I said as I moved my fingers to her back and gently stroked the light fur there. “Tomorrow will be better.”

“I am thankful for you,” she said. “We all are.”

“I’m just doing my best,” I replied. “So are you.”

“I think you know that your talents are unique,” Sheela said. “We would be dead without you, and now we have a fort that seems impenetrable to even the largest of carnivores.”

“I’m not sure about that,” I said. “There are bigger and meaner dinos out there, but yeah, we pretty much kicked those allosaurus’ asses. As I said before, I’ll do anything to protect you.”

“And we will do anything to protect you,” Sheela said, and I could tell her words were getting heavy.

I continued stroking her back, and her breathing became deeper. Soon I knew she was asleep, and I kissed her lightly on the shoulder before I closed my eyes and joined her in dreamland.
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Chapter 14

I woke up to the sound of soft rain and laughter outside my hut. Sheela was still in my arms, and her body tensed a fraction of a second after mine. Then she relaxed when she heard another round of laughter, and I heard the squeaking sound of footsteps across the wet grass. Galmine poked her head into our tent and her green eyes sparkled in the firelight.

“Hey, you two sleepy heads. I have your dry clothes here. May I come inside?”

“Yeah,” I said as I untangled my arms from Sheela and accepted my clothes from Galmine. “Sorry we slept in so late.”

“I don’t mind,” Galmine said as she smiled sweetly. “You both needed your rest. We have a little of the salted tongue left for breakfast, but I’ve fed the rest of the meat to the troodons.”

“That’s fine,” I said as I put my underwear and pants on. My clothes actually felt a little cleaner, and I turned to Galmine with a raised eyebrow as I pointed to my shirt.

“After you went to bed last night, Kacerie and I decided to wash everyone’s clothes. They were drying all night over the kiln.”

“That’s great,” I said as I gave the stone-skinned woman a hug and deep kiss.

“Ahh, Victor,” Galmine sighed after our lips parted. “If you keep kissing me like that, I will wash your clothes every night.”

“I don’t think I need it every night,” I said, “but I’d be more than happy to kiss you, or do other fun things with you.”

“Deal,” Galmine said, “but make sure you thank Kacerie. It was her idea.”

“I will,” I said as I buckled my belt, put my shirt on, and then looked out the door of my hut. The storm clouds were still dark in the sky above, but the rain was just a light sprinkle.

I put on my socks and boots and then wiggled around in my clothes. They felt lighter, softer, and they definitely smelled a hundred times better. I’d never even factored soap in on the list of “shit I needed if the world ever went to shit,” but a month and a half of not bathing or washing clothes had made me appreciate how important soap was. Kacerie’s contribution to our tribe was extremely valuable, and I was excited about seeing how she would refine the process with herbs and other sweet-smelling components.

I almost felt civilized, and that was a really hard feeling to have in Dinosaurland. Galmine, Sheela, and I left my hut and then walked out to the cooking fires. Everyone else was already awake and laughing at some joke, and we all exchanged our morning greetings before Trel handed me a plate of salted meat.

“Thanks again for the soap, Kacerie,” I said, and the other women repeated my thanks.

“Ahhh, it’s nothing,” the pink-haired beauty said as her cheeks turned a bit red. Jinx was sitting at her feet, and he let out a chirp to let her know that he wanted to be petted. She did so as she smiled at me, and he let out a cooing noise.

“Thanks for washing our clothes, too,” I said as I gnawed on the jerked piece of salted meat.

“It’s fine,” she said as she scratched behind Jinx’s head. “But now I’m out of soap, so you’ll need to make good on your hunting promises today. I’m going to need more fat.”

“It’s on my list,” I said as I glanced at Sheela. The blonde woman nodded at me and then I took the last bite of my meat before I cleared my throat to get everyone’s attention.

“Okay, tribe, we had a great day yesterday and we are going to have another great one today. We talked about our work assignments, but let’s go over it again. Sheela, what are you working on?”

“Liahpa and I will finish the last of the platforms and then work on weapons. If you need me to hunt with you, I will gladly go.”

“Great,” I said. “Trel?”

“Emerald and I will be working on the next two kilns. Galmine has already treated the clay, so as soon as we have the next ovens ready, we will be working on more plates, bowls, cups, and jars to fill the promise that you made to the other group.”

“I would like to help, if I can,” Galmine said as she raised her gray hand.

“You are the best with clay,” Trel said with a shrug. “So, if you can lend us any assistance, I would appreciate it. The issue we will have is the rain. The air is too wet and it will add time to the drying process. We can’t bake anything until it is dry.”

“I can help drive the dampness out of the clay,” Galmine said. “My ability lets me work with the earth, and the clay is a part of it.”

“Galmine, before you help them with the kiln and pottery, you are going to come with Kacerie and me to the river. We’ll lay the fish cages, and then we’ll do a slow tour around the valley to look for edible plants, plants we can use in our soap, a big rock we can use for a workbench, and some sort of bird we can try to domesticate for eggs. I doubt we’ll find the latter because of the rain, but we’ll keep our eyes open.”

Everyone nodded, and then the three groups went their separate ways. Kacerie had gone back to the huts to retrieve four cone-shaped baskets, and I helped her load them onto Tom’s storage platform behind the saddle.

“Are we just taking Tom?” she asked after I held my hands out so that I could boost her into the saddle.

“I’ll take him and the troodons,” I said as she put her bare foot into my grip. “I was thinking about bringing Hope so she could dig out the plants, but I think the troodons will be fine to do it. If we find something big that we want, we can always come back.” I lifted up as Kacerie held onto my shoulder, and I felt a bit of surprise at how light she was. The hairdresser had lost a bit of weight since she had arrived here, but I double checked my Eye-Q really quick and let out a gasp of surprise.

Strength: 5

Stamina: 3

Movement: 3

Special skill: Tame -- Level 3

My strength had increased, so the muscle I’d noticed on my chest and arms last night wasn’t just because I was losing fat. I really did feel a lot stronger, and I wondered if my attributes scaled linearly or geometrically. Liahpa had a rating of 10 in strength, so did that mean she was twice as strong as me, or was she exponentially stronger?

I also didn’t really understand how I gained these attributes. Obviously, I needed to exercise to get stronger, tougher, and faster, but was there a minimum amount? Were there any shortcuts I could take? I was a gamer at heart and not knowing the rules to my own stat screen was a mystery that I wanted to solve.

Galmine came to me with a stack of baskets in her arms. Some of them were the leaf ones we used for the clay, but most of them were the more wicker looking baskets that we weaved with the thicker parts of the ferns.

“We’ll need these to hold the friendly plants we might find,” Galmine said, and I helped her stack them on Tom’s storage shelf before I lifted her up. Then I climbed up and into the saddle between the two women and commanded my squad of troodons to take their positions around me.

Liahpa and Sheela were working on the last platforms at the gate, and they lifted them open so that we could go through. The corpses of the three allosauruses were still right outside our fort, but pulling them out of the trench or into the forest while it was raining would be a real pain in the ass, so I figured that I’d do it when the rain let up.

The ride to the river was uneventful, but the river had swollen to a torrent of angry jets, and I turned to Kacerie with a questioning look.

“The tide pools over by those boulders might still work,” she said as she pointed to the place where Sheela had first shown me the river.

“Let’s try,” I said. “Galmine, stay on Tom.”

“Yes, Victor,” she said as she ran her hands through her wet hair. It was actually almost the same color as Liahpa’s, but Galmine’s looked more metallic instead of just hair that happened to be colored silvery-gray.

Kacerie and I grabbed the fish traps and slid down Tom’s wet scales. The pool area by the boulders looked like a slower part of the rapidly moving river, but Kacerie didn’t seem hesitant. She showed me how to tie the cordage around the funnel, where to put the river stone that would weigh it down, and then tossed it into the water. As soon as we had placed all six, she took the lines and then tied them to a rock that sat on the shore.

“We’ll come back tomorrow if it isn’t raining and pull them up,” she said, and then we ran back through the rain to Tom.

“See anything on the shore you can use?” I asked Galmine after I had helped Kacerie up on Tom’s back again.

“Not here,” Galmine said as she pointed east along the river. “Can we head in that direction?”

I turned Tom to the left and then commanded him to move at a brisk walk. The rain started to pick up a little, and it was cooler than yesterday, but it could have been a lot worse, and if the storm had been a lot worse, then we wouldn’t have been able to get much done today.

“There!” Galmine said after we had walked for less than five minutes. “The one on the ground with the wide long leaves. I think it is a cassava plant. Can I get down and look closer?”

“Hmmm, wait,” I said, and then I ordered the troodons to do a quick perimeter search. Scoob gave a hoot of approval, and the five tiger-striped dinos slipped into the redwood forest.

We waited for a few minutes, and then the troodons returned. Fred actually had what looked like a ten-pound rat in his mouth, and he twisted his neck up to swallow the twitching rodent in one gulp.

“Alright,” I said as I helped Galmine get down from Tom’s back. As soon as we were on the ground, Kacerie threw me a spear, and I motioned for her to stay put as I walked over to the plant.

“Yep! Just as I thought,” the rock woman said as she dug her hands into the mud at the base of the plant. “Oh, there is another one over there. And another! This is the perfect crop for us.”

“What is cassava?” I asked.

“It is a root vegetable,” she explained as she moved her fingers around the base to dig it out. “Very high in vitamins and carbohydrates, but also very poisonous if not prepared correctly.”

“Uhh, poisonous?” I asked.

“Yes, most everything besides fruit is poisonous. It is the plant’s way of protecting itself. Cassava doesn’t want you to eat its roots, or it will die, so it makes itself poisonous. Same with grain type plants. Their seeds are spread through the air, so they don’t want to be eaten.”

“Huh,” I said as I bent down to help her dig, “I never thought about it that way. I guess fruit has seeds inside, and they need animals to poop out the seed.”

“Yes!” Galmine smiled at me. “But normally the seeds are not good for you to eat.”

“Weird, I ate beans and wheat all the time at home, and never really got sick.”

“But they were processed,” she explained. “I will take the root and then soak it for several days to get rid of the poison. It will be fine to eat then, and very nutritious.”

“Cool,” I said, and then I commanded the troodons to dig up the other two trees while Galmine and I worked on the first ones. The troodons were a quick study, and they got the other two plants up before Galmine and I finished ours.

“Good boys and girls!” I said as soon as they were done digging. The troodons lowered their head, hooted happily, and then the five of them pressed their heads against my stomach and back so that I could pet them.

“Aww, they love you!” Galmine said.

“Everyone loves Victor,” Kacerie replied, and I laughed as I petted each of the gang.

“Let’s keep looking,” I said, and then I helped Galmine up into the saddle.

We continued along the swollen river and spotted a few more cassava plants that I had the troodons dig up. We also found some blackberry bushes, blueberry bushes, and a bush with the orange berries Galmine introduced me to when I first arrived. Some of the bushes had fruit on them, and the gray-skinned woman ate the berries once I set them back in the storage area.

“Ahh shit,” I sighed. “I forgot that we were out of berries for you.”

“It is fine, Victor,” she said as she smiled at me. “You were busy and had much going on. I knew we would look for plants today, so I was fine fasting yesterday.”

“No,” I said. “I have a lot of stuff going on, but it’s my job to take care of all of you, if you need something, please let me know, and if I forget, remind me. I should have carved some time out to gather food for you yesterday.”

“I feel like shit too,” Kacerie groaned. “I got so wrapped up in soap making, I forgot about your food. You even cooked for us all day.”

“You both are so sweet,” Galmine said as she laid her hand on each of our arms. “But it really isn’t a hardship. My people would often go weeks or months without eating during our winters. My body is used to fasting. Please don’t be concerned. These few berries that I ate will keep me going until I can cook the cassava.”

“Alright,” I said as I matched her infectious smile. “But let’s find some more. You laid out a pretty big plot for the garden, and I don’t think we’ve even filled a tenth of it with what we have gathered so far.”

The river twisted around to the north, but I didn’t want to cross it for fear of getting too close to the lake. It was possible the black feathered Utahraptors were long gone now, but I didn’t want to risk getting seen by them again. I was confident that defending our camp against a group of allosauruses meant that I’d be fine against a group of Utahraptors, but there were a shitload of Utahraptors at the lake, and I didn’t want to bring conflict to our home if it wasn’t necessary.

“Oh, Victor, do you see those bushes by the river?” Galmine asked as we made the turn.

“Mint!” Kacerie gasped before I could answer, and I stopped Tom so that we could get off.

The two women investigated the plant while I sent the troodons out to check the perimeter again. As soon as I was sure the area was safe, I walked over to the bush and took a long smell of the leaves that Kacerie held up to my face. The mint’s sharp smell stung my nose a bit, but it was a wonderful scent.

“It grows aggressively,” Galmine said as she moved to dig up some of the plants. “I will put it in the ground on the other side of the large tree so that we don’t risk it coming into contact with the rest of our garden. It will prefer the shade over there, anyway.”

“Sounds good to me,” Kacerie said, and I helped them both pull a part of the plant from the ground.

We continued along the river and found a group of wild parsley. Then we found the motherload: small leaf wild spinach. Galmine practically did a dance when we saw the cluster of plants, and it took us about half an hour to secure every single one of them.

Tom’s storage area still had a lot of space, but then we found a bitter melon patch, a small lemon-like citrus tree, and a group of pepper trees. The smallest pepper tree we could find was about four feet tall, and it took another half an hour for the troodons to dig it up.

“This will be good for today,” Galmine said as she snacked on some spinach. “Even with what we have, I can create a garden that will provide us with a plentiful amount of food.”

“We’ve only explored a tiny bit of the valley,” Kacerie said. “We can probably find a bunch more stuff here.”

“And even more if we travel to the next valleys over,” I said. “There is some great potential for agriculture. It’s crazy to think how all this stuff was just right under our noses.”

“Soon it will be on our plates!” Galmine cheered, and I turned Tom around so that we could head back toward our fort.

The most direct path was through the redwood forest, but even though I’d been through the grove a bunch during my travels, I still hadn’t familiarized myself with every nook and cranny. The path we currently traveled was probably half a mile south of the route I would normally take, and I didn’t remember any of the landscape.

About halfway through the forest, we trotted past a stack of boulders that were jutting out of a small gully. It looked like a redwood might have once grown here, since the root structure seemed to be present, but the wood was rotting, and I saw no evidence of a fallen tree.

I slowed Tom down and then circled the group of boulders. They kind of formed long shelving that rose to the top of the gully some twelve feet up, and I saw that one of the steps looked to be perfectly flat and smooth.

“Kacerie, what do you think about that boulder in the middle?” I asked as I commanded Tom to lay on his belly and the troodons to scout for danger.

“Let’s take a look,” she said, and we got off Tom so we could climb up the first few boulder ledges. We were soon on the shelf, and I moved around carefully so that I didn’t slip in the rain.

The rock was shaped like a number “7” and was wedged under the lip above it slightly. It was difficult to tell if it was part of the other rock, or was just pressed under it, but the part I was looking at was a good ten feet long and sat some four feet high. It was completely smooth on top, and it would be a perfect workstation.

It must have weighed twenty tons. The thing was just massive, and even if we could figure out how to move it, I didn’t know how we could get it down the three-foot tall step below it.

“It looks perfect, but it also looks like a ton of work.” I laughed at my use of the word “ton,” but Kacerie didn’t seem to get my joke.

“Would you like me to look at the rock?” Galmine called up to us from her seat on Tom.

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “That would be great. You can tell me how solid it is.” I crawled back down, helped her get off Tom, and then lifted her up on the ledge. Galmine rubbed her hands along the long, flat surface, and she smiled when she reached the joint.

“This is a fine piece,” she said. “It is very solid. This end is not attached to the ledge, and we might be able to wiggle it free without damaging it. I still don’t know how you would get it down or back to our fort, but I would leave that for Trel.”

“There might be other boulders. We weren’t really looking and found this one, but this would be a wonderful workspace.” Kacerie turned around and gestured toward the smaller rocks that sat on the ledge. “These would work great as stools. We don’t really have any furniture, and I’m kind of sick of sitting on the ground.”

“Yeah, we need to make some chairs. I’ll have to add it to the to-do list.” I climbed up on top of the 7 shaped table and then pulled myself up to the next level of steps. I was at the top of the ravine now, and I had a high view of the surrounding redwoods.

“There is one more cluster of boulders over that way,” I said as I pointed to the northwest a bit. “Let’s check it out.”

“Sounds good,” Kacerie said, and we climbed back down the steps and rode Tom over to the other spot.

The next pile of boulders had rocks that were either too small for a table, or too large. I also didn’t see any with a flat surface.

We visited two more groups of boulders on our way back to the camp, and I kind of chuckled to myself as I tried to recall all the various rocks I had ridden by. I had never given any of them a moment’s worth of consideration, but now each pile of boulders seemed to have potential treasure, and I felt myself get excited about the thought of using one in the camp as a table. It really would make everything a lot more efficient.

But we had to find one and get it home first.

We returned to the camp at about lunchtime, and I parked Tom over by the garden that the parasaurs had plowed. Kacerie and I unloaded all the plants, trees, and bushes for Galmine, but she told us that she could handle the planting process. We then left the rock woman to her tasks and walked around the other side of the wall to see what Trel and Emerald were up to.

We found both women putting the finishing touches on the third kiln. This one was the same size as the first they built, but my attention was drawn to the kiln in the middle of the workspace. This oven was massive. Maybe as tall as me and with a chimney that was a good five feet wide. They had actually built steps on the side of the oven so someone could walk up to the top, and there was even a platform hanging out from the lip.

“Wow,” I said as Trel and Emerald looked up at Kacerie and I. “This is a monster. It almost touches the roof, are you worried that the fire might burn the ferns we put up there?”

“I don’t need to light this fire very hot,” Trel said. “It has the potential to burn hot, of course, but I will mostly use it for bigger pots and my water filtration funnels. I will also want to replace this shelter with a wider and higher version that has clay tiles. Ideally, we have all three kilns working throughout the day, and we can generate a lot of pottery and other tools. If I can figure out how to get them hotter, I might even be able to smelt iron.”

“Damn, you can get us iron? How?” My mouth hung open as my imagination swirled with thoughts of cast iron pots, pans, arrowheads, armor, and weapons.

“We would need ore, which I do not know how to find, but Galmine might. Then we will need to mine it. Then I will need to heat it up super hot so that it distills into pure metal. I’m sure I’m missing some steps out of there, but I don’t really know much about smelting metal. All I know is that I’d take the rock and get it really hot.” She shrugged as she spoke.

“If anyone can figure it out, you can,” I said. “We found what I think might work for a work table, but it’s big and in a tricky spot.”

“This last kiln is pretty much done,” Trel said. “How far away is the table?”

“About a two minute ride,” I said.

“I will come with you and look at it,” she said as she held her hands out to the rain so that the mud washed off them. We were all soaking wet, but it felt as if the rain was starting to let up a bit, and I imagined the storm would end soon.

“Emerald, can you stay with Galmine?” I asked, and the green-haired woman nodded before she waved to us and walked over to the garden.

A few minutes later, Trel, Kacerie, Liahpa, Sheela, and I had closed the gate to the fort and were riding toward the stack of boulders. We brought Tom, Bob, Sonny, Cher, and the troodons, and I felt a flash of cocky confidence when we all charged through the redwood trees. Only a month or so ago, I’d been terrified of leaving the cave, but now I felt a calm confidence when my small army rolled out.

As soon as we made it to the boulder site, I asked the troodons to perform their perimeter search while we all climbed up the first step and studied the table.

“Yeah,” Trel said as she shot me a coy smile. “It is really big and thick, kind of like something else I know of.”

“Ha!” I laughed. “Can you move it?”

“Galmine said they weren’t connected back here?” Trel asked as she looked at the joint.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “She said we would just need to wiggle it out.”

“Hmmmm.” Trel tapped her full lips with her finger and then turned her black eyes to Liahpa. “Can you make only part of something heavy?”

“What do you mean?” the floating woman asked.

“Like with the spear that Sheela held when you first showed us your ability, did you think of making the whole thing heavy, or just one side?”

“I don’t know what difference that would make,” Liahpa said with a shrug.

“It makes all the difference,” Trel sighed. “Can you try it?”

“Uhhh, yeah I guess.” Liahpa looked at the spear she carried in her hand. “I don’t really know how to test it.”

“I know,” I said as I held my hand out for her spear. “Sheela and I will each hold one side. You try to make one side heavier, and we’ll let you know.”

“Ahh, good idea,” Liahpa replied, and she held out her spear to both of us.

“I will make Sheela’s side heavy,” Liahpa said as she moved her hand to the part near where Sheela gripped.

For half a moment, nothing seemed to happen, but then I felt the weapon start to twist out of my hands toward Sheela. The blonde woman tensed her arms, and I tried steady my own side, but it felt like I was grabbing on to a weighted mallet, and my part of the haft began to lift up as Sheela’s arms flexed against the weight.

“It is working,” I said, and then I felt the weight slowly ease up.

“Good,” Trel said. “This just got a thousand times easier. I already thought your ability was useful, but now it is even more powerful.”

“It is?” Liahpa asked as she tried to hide her pleasure.

“Yes.” Trel nodded and then she gestured to the long table again. “There will be three steps to this, the first is freeing the far corner from under the lip of the step above it, the second will be lowering the table down this first step, and the third will be moving it back to our camp. We will use your ability for each step. I will tell you what to do, but you must follow my commands perfectly and carefully, or we all might get crushed beneath the boulder.”

“I am confident in myself,” Liahpa said with a nod.

“Okay,” Trel said as she squatted down and picked up a small stone from the top of the shelf. It was maybe one inch in diameter and she held it up for everyone to see. “This will be our fulcrum for the table, but I will need some way to get this underneath. To do that, I will need two larger rocks to use as a fulcrum.”

“What about those small boulders?” Kacerie asked as she pointed behind Trel. “I actually think they would make good stools.”

“Hmm,” Trel said. “They would make good stools, but they might be too tall for a fulcrum, but let’s try. I need two logs that are each six to twelve inches in diameter.”

We all looked down to the ground surrounding the pile of boulders. The first log we found pretty quickly. It was about eight feet long and ten inches in diameter, but it was slick with rainwater and covered in mud. Trel told us it wouldn’t matter, and we scattered around the boulders in search of another one. After about ten minutes, Liahpa found a tree that would work, and we quickly moved to cut it down, trim the branches, and carry it up the stairs.

“I need this block,” Trel said as she pointed to one of the stool sized stones, “pushed over right here. Try to push it first to see if it will slide across the wet stone beneath. If it doesn’t move, then we’ll find another fulcrum and tip it over.”

Liahpa, Sheela, and I moved to the first stone and the three of us leaned into the wet side of it. For half a moment, it seemed as if it wouldn’t budge, but then some of the moss at its foot broke loose and we easily pushed it across the step to where Trel indicated.

“Now move that other one over here,” Trel said as she pointed at the next stone and a new position some two feet beside the first rock.

Liahpa, Sheela, and I put our shoulders into the next rock and muscled it over to where Trel indicated. Once we had it in place, the obsidian-haired woman clapped her hands and gave us a big smile.

“Now we must use these levers to lift up the side of the rock.”

“Question,” Liahpa said as she pointed to the table. “How can we lift it without getting the logs under it?”

“It will be an upward push,” Trel said. “We just have to press the logs into the side and then tilt them up. A concern I have is that the table might slide against the wet stone step it rests on. To combat this, Kacerie will take this stone and press it against the other side as kind of a jam.” Trel handed the pink-haired woman a stone that was about the size of a brick. “This is the most dangerous job, so you need to shout if it looks like either the table is sliding toward you, or if it tips over too much. It will need to tip a little so that I can put this small fulcrum rock underneath, but if it goes over too far, it might topple on top of you.”

“Uhhh, really?” Kacerie’s pale skin turned a few shades whiter.

“It probably won’t happen. I just need a few inches of lift on this side, and the table is very heavy.”

“Okay,” Kacerie said as she exhaled.

“Let us know when you are there,” Trel said, and Kacerie nodded before she moved to the other side of the table.

“I just push it against the bottom like a wedge?” she asked.

“Yes, but use your legs so you are sitting on your butt and can see the top of the table.”

“Got it,” Kacerie said. “I’m ready.”

“Sheela and Victor, you are going to wedge your logs down between the smaller blocks we just moved and the table, then you will put your feet on the top corner of the table and push up and out against the logs in a horizontal position.”

“Got it,” I said as I put one of the logs against the two rocks.

“What do I do?” Liahpa asked.

“Put one foot here and one foot there,” Trel said as she pointed to the blocks that we were using as a fulcrum. “Just to keep them from possibly shifting. Then I want you to reach up and touch each of the levels that Sheela and Victor are pushing on.”

“Like this?” Liahpa asked as she set her feet on the slab behind the smaller boulders and reached up to grab the logs. She was kind of spread-eagled a bit, and she glanced at Trel with a bit of confusion on her face.

“Yes,” the spider woman said as she stepped over the log and stood close to the table. “Sheela and Victor put your feet up and get ready to push.”

“Got it,” I said as I climbed up on the boulder. It was definitely a weird position since I was kind of hanging horizontally between the pole and the table, but I could see where Trel was going with this. If I tried to pull on the pole from below, I would only be able to use my bodyweight. If I pushed sideways-up on it, I could potentially use more strength.

“On my signal, Victor and Sheela will push very lightly, emphasis on the very lightly. Liahpa will use her ability to make the poles heavier, and Kacerie will scream if the table looks like it will topple. Everyone ready?”

The team gave their approval, and then Trel took a deep breath.

“Begin.”

I pushed out with my legs, ass, abs, and arms, but I only used a bit of my strength. I almost expected the massive boulder-table to not even budge, and I gasped with surprise when I felt the edge where my feet planted lift up easily.

“Hold!” Trel ordered. “Don’t move. That is far enough. Kacerie, are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, I can’t even see it tipping.”

“Good,” Trel said, and I saw her crouch down and slide her arm under the table. A second later she had placed the stone, pulled her hand out, and ordered us to stop pushing.

“That was it?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Trel said with a laugh. “The next part will be harder, though. Liahpa, make this end near the ledge heavier. Do it slowly, and I will tell you when to stop.”

“Okay,” the silver-woman said, and she reached out to touch the end of the table that was closest to the ledge.

“Stop,” Trel ordered after a few seconds, and then she turned to me. “Victor, can you please push on the end that is under the shelf? Push slowly and towards Kacerie.”

“Sure,” I said as I raised my eyebrow, but as soon as I pushed on it, the whole table began to spin toward Kacerie as if it was floating in the air. “Damn, is it all balanced on that small stone?”

“Yep!” Trel laughed as she clapped her hands. “With Liahpa able to manipulate the weight, we have found the perfect balance point. We could have done the same with a bunch of stones stacked on top of that side, but her ability will make it much faster.”

“That’s crazy,” I said as I thought about the Egyptian pyramids and Stonehenge. Trel had made the whole process pretty simple, but I almost couldn’t believe I was spinning such a massive boulder balanced just on a small rock.

“Stop there, Victor,” Trel commanded, and I halted my movement almost when my edge was about to go off the shelf.

“Now we’ll put one more stone fulcrum here,” Trel said as she moved to place one near me under the table. “Now Liahpa can bring the mass back to its normal state.”

“It’s done,” the silver woman said after the weight of the table kind of settled on my end. Then Trel moved the stones at the base one more time, while Liahpa fluctuated the weight, and it became obvious that we were slowly walking the table toward the edge of the step.

“So, the next movement will also be somewhat challenging,” Trel said as she pointed to the logs we had used as levers. “We need to cut those up into rollers. We’ll set them down below on the ground, and then Liahpa will make the stone heavy on this end. I will adjust the fulcrum one more time, and then Sheela will stand at the very far end of the table. Liahpa will slowly return the weight on her side to normal, and Sheela’s counterweight will slowly bring the front of the table down the step. It needs to land on the rollers, and then we can just push the table the rest of the way off the shelf and onto the logs.”

We went to work cutting the logs into smaller pieces and soon had them set like rollers on the ground below the step. Then Liahpa took her position on the back end of the table, raised the front by increasing the weight, and waited for Trel’s signal.

“Sheela, go,” Trel asked, and the cat-like woman carefully got on top of the table and crawled to the end.

“I’m ready,” Sheela said with her usual stoic nod, but her golden eyes were narrowed with concentration.

“If I tell you to jump, then jump,” Trel said.

“Yes, Trel,” Sheela nodded again.

“Okay, Liahpa, slowly let the weight off.”

The silver woman nodded and the front end that hung over the edge of the step began to creep down toward the ground and rollers. The movement was very controlled, but I still held my breath, and we all exhaled when the front of the table settled on the rollers.

“Victor, now we need your dinosaurs to help,” Trel said after Sheela had jumped off.

“I’ll have the three parasaurs push on the back end,” I said as I commanded Sonny, Cher, and Bob to climb up the first step.

“It will scrape a bit on the edge,” Trel said as she pointed to where the bottom of the table teetered on the edge of the step, “but the stone is very wet because of the rain and covered with moss, so I think it will mostly slide across.”

The parasaurs moved to the tipped-up end of the massive stone slab, and Bob leaned into it while the other two reached their arms up. I imagined them gently pushing on the table, and it slowly began to move down the edge.

“Kacerie and Sheela, you have to keep moving those rollers from the back to the front,” Trel said. “Keep them spaced a foot apart so we don’t run out of them.

“Got it,” Kacerie said, and they both went to work grabbing the rollers and moving them forward. Just as the edge of the table was about to slide over the edge, Trel motioned for me to stop, and she crouched down so that she could look at the gap.

“I thought we could make the transition smoothly, but now I realize that I need a big log here, maybe two feet in diameter so that there is some space for it to fall onto.”

“That one should work,” I said as I pointed to one some thirty feet from us on the side of a hill.

“Perfect, Victor,” Trel said. “This will wait if Bob, Sonny, and Cher can hold their position.”

“They will hold it. Let’s go.” We had only brought three axes, so Liahpa, Sheela, and I worked on the tree. Sheela and I were old pros at chopping down trees, but Liahpa was crazy strong, and each of her chops almost seemed to make the earth shake. Soon the tree was almost at a point where we could push it over, but I heard one of the troodons let out an urgent growl, and I looked in time to see a shadow dart through the trees about fifty yards past us. Then there was another shadow to my left, and I turned my head in time to catch a blur of black feathers.

It was at least two Utahraptors, but I knew that if I saw two of those assholes, there were even more where I didn’t see them.
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Chapter 15

“Get up on the step!” I shouted as I turned around toward the rest of the group. I could see the three parasaurs tense their bodies as if they wanted to run, but my command had told them to hold position at the end of the table, and they didn’t budge from their assignment.

I hadn’t really given Tom an assignment other than to stand still, so he twisted his body around in place so that his back was to the tipped boulder.

Liahpa, Sheela, and I sprinted to the first step of the boulders where Trel was, and Kacerie followed.

“Is your Lance recharged?” I asked Kacerie even though I already knew the answer.

“No!” she hissed as she held her spear out.

“I just saw the two,” I said. “Anyone else see any more?” I commanded Tom and the troodons to move back so they were close to our step, and I saw that they were all looking to the right at like 2 o’clock. We had been cutting the log at about 3 o’clock position, and I wondered if there were only two.

“Trel, can they let go of the--”

“No!” she hissed, “it might fall over and crack.”

“It looks pretty set on the edge,” I whispered as I looked around for some sort of hint as to where the Utahraptors were. “I’d rather we risk it than all get eaten.”

“Fine! Ugh!” Trel moaned, but she clenched her spear in her hands with white knuckles.

“Sheela, I want you to hit one with your Critical Strike as soon as you get a clear throw. I don’t care how many there are, we need to take one out as soon as possible.”

“Yes, Victor,” the blonde woman whispered, and then we all gasped as a black shape darted to a tree so that it could hide. They were just about as big as Hope, and smaller than Bob, Sonny, and Cher, but the raptors were solid muscle, teeth, claws, and attitude. I had seen a group slaughter two brontos, and I had no doubt it would only take a few of them to kill my crew.

But then again, I had something the Utahraptors didn’t. I had my brain and complete control of my team. I knew I could get us out of this, I just had to devise a strategy that would lure them out into the open.

Come to think of it, it was kind of weird that they weren’t attacking yet. It must have been obvious to them that we saw them. What were they waiting for?

Their plan dawned on me a second later and I spun around to see one of the massive black raptors sliding down from the boulders behind us. I hadn’t heard him over the sound of the rain, but he was about twenty feet from us, and he was crouched down in a pouncing position.

“Sheela!” I screamed, and my lover spun with her spear pulled back in her arm.

The raptor jumped, but he was an instant too slow, and Sheela’s spear point hit him right in the skull. He didn’t even have a chance to let out a screech of pain, he just went limp as he fell through the air, and I stepped out of the way of his horse-sized body.

“Victor!” Liahpa, Kacerie, and Trel shouted, and I spun around to see the other two raptors springing toward us. Their plan was simple enough, but it would have worked if I hadn’t turned around in time. We still weren’t out of danger though, and I commanded Tom to turn and face the pair while I had the troodons sprint to our right.

Both Utahraptors seemed a bit confused by the movement of the five tiger-striped troodons, and the one on the right actually got a little distracted and turned to chase them. It was what I wanted to happen, and I ordered Tom to charge forward and hit the other Utahraptor head on. This fucker glanced at the troodons as he ran, and I guessed that he had expected Tom to try to run instead of charge. The black feathered raptor was caught off guard, but he twisted out of the way at the last second, and Tom’s right horn only tore a long scratch down the raptors flank.

I made the troodons split formations, so the males went left deeper into the forest while the females went right and leapt up the boulders. The Utahraptor surprised me by turning left to follow the males, but that was just fine by me. I had both Daphne and Velma sprint back around past my position, leap off the step, and then flank the other Utahraptor as he tried to nip at Tom.

The black raptor saw my two female troodons coming at him, and he turned his head to the left so he could snarl at them. That was also fine with me, and I commanded Tom to dart forward and sink a horn into the fucker’s shoulder. The Utah twisted back with a yelp of pain, but then he tried to face the troodons. I threw my opponent for a bit of a loop by making Daphne and Velma dart under Tom’s belly and come out around on the other side of the trike.

The Utahraptor moved to dart at them, but then Tom poked his other horn into the raptor’s other shoulder, and the asshole shrieked again.

The second raptor that had been chasing the male troodons glanced over and then pivoted in his sprint so that he could come to his buddy’s aid. As soon as he did so, I made Scoob, Shag, and Fred bank to the left, and they all dove at the back of the Utah’s legs like angry landsharks. Shag and Scoob closed around the Utah’s right leg, and Fred on the left. The Utah immediately face planted with a shriek of surprise, and then I commanded the boys to disengage and flee. The damage had already been done to that big raptor. He’d just had his hamstrings ripped apart, and the horse sized dino just flopped on the ground while it screamed.

The last raptor caught another one of Tom’s horns to the shoulder, and it suddenly realized it was fighting a losing battle. It turned to run, but I had the female troodons make the same attack that the males did, and they each tore into the back of the Utah’s legs as soon as it left itself open. Then they dashed away before the black feathered raptor could turn around and bite them.

Now both raptors were screaming and thrashing on the muddy ground. They were still plenty dangerous because of their jaws and front claws, but they weren’t mobile, and I ordered Tom to pace around them so he could find an opening. A few minutes later the first raptor flopped his head on the ground with exhaustion, and Tom ended him with a horn to the skull.

The last raptor seemed to realize he was about to die, and he screeched angrily as Tom paced him. Then I saw an opportunity to strike, and Tom flattened him like a train rolling over a can filled with cherry soda.

I called all the troodons back to us, and we all searched the forest for thirty seconds. All the dinosaurs under my command seemed to have calmed down though, and I finally let out a breath and ordered the troodons to come to me so I could pet them.

“Good job, gang,” I said as they all let out happy hoots and pushed their heads into me for attention.

“Damn,” Kacerie sighed. “Those assholes are scary. They actually planned to flank us.”

“Yeah, and they would have gotten away with it too, if it hadn’t been for these meddling kids.” I couldn’t help but laugh after I spoke the words, and the women looked at me with confusion plain on their beautiful faces.

“Ahh, nevermind,” I laughed again as I scratched Scoob, and then I gestured back to the tree. “Let’s get that down so we can take this boulder back to the camp.”

Liahpa, Sheela, and I resumed our work on the tree, and cut it down half a minute later. It took us another fifteen minutes to trim the branches and then cut the trunk round that was tall enough for the table to rest on. Then we rolled it under the table, and I commanded Bob, Sonny, and Cher to push on their end again. The table slid off the ledge, onto the log we had just cut, and then rolled the rest of the way so that it was on the other branches.

“Yes!” I shouted, and the women cheered.

“I’ll use the parasaurs to push on it,” I said as I commanded them to descend the step and take their position.

“It must go slow,” Trel warned. “We will pull out the rollers from the back and then place them at the front.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “Are you all ready?” They nodded and then I commanded the parasaurs to push the massive slab forward.

Progress was slow, and we hit a few challenges when we encountered slopes that were a bit too steep for the size rollers we had. After the third small ascent that gave us problems. We took a break to cut new rollers, and then the progress was much smoother.

“This is going to be so great,” Kacerie said when we reached the clearing. “It will make our tasks so much--” she stopped talking suddenly, and then a bright light began to pulse and flash from her skin. Her body lit up like an intense light bulb, and then there was a sound like a gunshot. Emerald and Liahpa moved away from the pink-haired woman, but then they froze when the light faded, and Kacerie let out a gasp of pleasure.

“Damn,” she laughed as she wiggled her fingers. “That would have been useful an hour ago, huh?”

“What the hell was that?” Liahpa asked.

“It was my Lance recharging,” Kacerie said. “Seems to be… two days? Three days? It’s way faster than what people on my own world recharge.”

“But you said you never used it before,” Trel said.

“Uhhh, yeah. I never did, but everyone who has used it said that the reset time is about a week. That’s just how it is.” Kacerie shrugged.

“It would have been nice to have with the allosaurus or the raptors, but we lived through it, and now we can save your ability for something else. It’s a pretty good edge to have.”

“Yeah,” Kacerie said as she smiled at me. The rain had started to pick up again, and the water was making her white blouse see through. She raised an eyebrow when she saw me glance at her nipples, but I just smiled at her, shrugged, and then turned back to guide the dinos across the bridge and into our fort.

Emerald and Galmine walked over to us as we rolled the slab of rock toward the inner wall. The group spent about ten minutes discussing the best place to put it, but then I settled the discussion by placing it in between the cooking fires and our trio of kilns. As soon as we removed the rollers and set the long table in place, the clouds seemed to part from the sky, and a ray of late day sunshine descended to warm us. We all stood admiring the table in silence for a few moments, and then I gestured up to the horizon where a rainbow filled the sky.

“That has to be a good omen,” I said, and the women nodded.

“Just another accomplishment for your tribe, Victor,” Trel said.

“It’s our tribe,” I said as I winked at her. “I couldn’t get anything done without you all.”

“Except build the wall with your dinosaurs,” Trel said with a shrug.

“Or dig the trench with your dinosaurs,” Sheela chuckled.

“Or hunt for food with the dinosaurs,” Kacerie said.

“Or gather materials for building huts and clay,” Liahpa laughed.

“Also, you are handsome,” Galmine said, and the group burst out laughing again.

“Naw,” I said as I felt my face heat. “We are all in this--” The words caught in my mouth as a shadow fell across us, and I instantly yanked the axe out of my belt. There was a massive shape in the sky above, and it seemed to be diving toward us.

“Get under the shelter!” I shouted as I moved to push Galmine back from the open sky. She let out a yelp of surprise but I ended up being just in time, and a massive bird-like creature tumbled into the dirt only a few feet from where we had been standing.

The thing looked like a giant eagle, with gray feathers, long curved beak, and broad wings. It had landed really hard though, gray feathers kind of sprayed out from the sides of it as it tried to flap its wings.

“Victor!” the thing cried as its body began to shift and change. I recognized the voice, and I stepped forward so that I stood in front of the rest of the women.

“Will-Lack?” I asked with surprise.

Then I saw the blood pouring out of his chest.

“Hey! Will-Lack?” I ran a few steps toward the eagle creature as his wings continued to shift into thick muscular arms. His face was now the half-human version from when I had first met him a few days ago, and the man tried to push his arm against the ground so he could stand.

But then he coughed, and spit out what looked like half a bucket of blood.

“What the--” I started to say, but then he raised his hand and flopped over onto his back. His chest was riddled with puncture wounds, and blood poured onto the ground in strong pulses.

“Victor,” he gasped as his eyes focused on me.

“What happened? What are you doing here?”

“Quwaru… They attacked us… she begged me to get you…” he coughed each word out.

“Who attacked you?” I asked.

“The Burners,” he said. “We held them off, but they cut the bridge and are filling our cave with fire. There isn’t much time.”

“How did you know where to find us?” Sheela asked as she stepped to my side.

“I followed you back,” he said with a cough. “You knew where we were, so we wanted to know where you were. We worried you were the Burners.”

“How many of them are there?” I asked as I squeezed the handle of my axe.

“Fourteen, I think. We thought we got them all, but those were away on a raid. We were foolish…” Will-Lack started to cough again, and it was obvious that there was nothing I could do to save the man. I didn’t know how many lungs he had, but it sounded like they were all filled with liquid, and his chest was in tatters.

“She said she would give you whatever you wanted,” he gasped. “Please help us. Please help them. They are my friends. My family now.” Will-Lack’s beak began to shudder, and then his large eyes lost their focus. He let out one last sigh, and then his arm fell down onto the grass.

“Shit,” I sighed as emotion tore through my stomach.

“I will get more spears,” Sheela said, and then she pivoted away from me.

“What?” Trel gasped as she grabbed Sheela’s arm. “No. We can’t go. We’ll just put ourselves in danger.”

“They asked for our help,” I said as I nodded to Sheela. The blonde woman gently pulled her arm out of Trel’s grip and then darted into the inner fort.

“Who cares? You don’t owe them anything! You didn’t promise them that you would help them. You just told them you would bring them plates in exchange for salt, not fight a war!” Trel crossed her arms and her spider legs pounded against the wet grass with obvious anger.

“They asked for my help,” I said as I looked at the group of women. “You all don’t need to come if you don’t want to.”

“Bah!” Trel shouted as she uncrossed her arms. “If you die, then we are all in danger. Please think of us, we need you here and safe. You shouldn’t even be allowed out of the walls anymore, you are too vital to our survival.”

“I am powerful,” I said as I met her black eyes. “We all are, and they asked for our help.”

“Ahhh!” Trel stomped with her human foot and then turned to walk away from me.

I turned to the other women, but Kacerie spoke before I could.

“I’m going. You’ll need my Lance.”

“I will go, too,” Liahpa said.

“Victor--” Galmine began to say, but I shook my head.

“You need to stay here inside the fort. I’m going to bring all the dinos but Hope, so keep the door closed in case something gets through the gate. I doubt anything will be interested because we still have the three allosaurus corpses outside of the gate, but you’ll be safer here than in battle.

I turned to Emerald and was about to tell her that she needed to stay with Galmine, but the green-haired woman tapped on her chest and the pointed to me.

I looked to Trel, and she shook her head. “No, I am coming with you. I don’t like this, but I’m not going to let you go without me. I’ll just pace around inside of the fort and be angry with you the whole time, instead of just angry with you for a few minutes.

“I’ll leave Hope inside against the door,” I said.

“Please be safe, everyone,” Galmine said as she walked into the inner fort walls.

As the rock woman began to lower the doggie-door, Sheela ran out with an arm full of spears. She had her bow over her shoulder and a quiver half filled with arrows, and she quickly handed everyone a weapon.

I commanded Hope to lean against the inside door as soon as it was closed, and then I jumped on Bob’s back. Kacerie and Trel jumped up with me, but there was only a seat for two, so Trel used her spider legs to perch on the back part of the saddle where we normally stored the baskets and jugs. Emerald, Sheela, and Liahpa jumped on Tom’s back and we made sure the gates were secure before we turned north past the orange-bird cave and toward the valley west of us.

“Sheela!” I shouted as we rode. “We came through on the south side before. Can you lead us through the path you took to get here last time?”

“I took the edge of the jungle line at the bottom slope of the hills!” She called back, and I nodded. Our group of dinos formed a diamond shape with the troodons at the point, and I debated the risk of traveling out in the open. On one hand, rolling with five troodons, three trikes, and three parasaurs I could control like a tactical military unit kind of made me feel invincible, and I doubted that anything other than a pack of T-Rexes could really fuck with us. On the other hand, I didn’t want my ego to get in the way of sound tactical decisions. The best battles to have were no battles at all. Cutting down to the river bed that Trel and I took during our trip would probably cost us fifteen minutes, but I didn’t have time for that. We needed to get to the other tribe’s fort as soon as possible, or it might be too late for Quwaru and her people.

“We’ll just take the direct route!” I shouted, and then I aimed our group across the valley’s corner toward the northwest.

We cut across the base of the north hill and then angled up and over the slope of our valley, as we ascended toward the crest, I glanced back over my shoulder to make sure that there was nothing amiss at our home. I couldn’t really see our walls from the hills since the redwood forest surrounding our camp was tall, but I could see the top of the center tree where our fort was. I knew Galmine would be okay behind our two sets of walls, I just hoped that we would all return uninjured.

The next valley to the west was the one that was mostly jungle with the dried river bed in the middle. I saw the narrow trail Sheela must have taken around the outskirts of the trees, but the trikes wouldn’t be able to fit. I steered us more on the slope of the north hill so that we could maintain our speed at the cost of some concealment.

The trip felt agonizingly long, but our route was a straight shot, and it probably only took us twenty minutes to make it to the other side of the valley. Then we charged up the hill, and I commanded the dinos to all stop just before we traveled over the top.

“The entrance to the ravine is over there to the north,” I said as I pointed past the blackened river of sand. “Past that boulder at the edge of the three palm trees. There is a trail that leads east through the jungle for a quarter of a mile. Then it opens up in a canyon, and their fort is on the right side.”

“I do not see anyone attacking,” Sheela said.

“They might have pushed past the jungle and into the canyon.”

“Or this is a trap,” Trel moaned. “We should just go home.”

“No,” I said. “It isn’t a trap, or Will-Lack wouldn’t have died at my feet. Let’s ride closer.”

I commanded the dinosaurs to power walk down the hill, and then I kept us to the right near the jungle. As soon as we made it to the lava rocks, I stopped our squadron and then moved Tom and Bob closer so that the six of us could talk easier.

“We need some intel,” I said. “I’ll sneak in through the jungle while you all wait here. As soon as I get a visual, I’ll--”

Emerald waved at me, and I stopped to look at her. The beautiful scaled woman tapped her chest in between her round breasts then she pushed her hands together before separating them.

“Yeah!” I gasped. “I forgot about your ability, Emerald. Would you be okay spying for us?”

The scaled woman brushed back her hair from her face and nodded as she smiled at me. Then she wiggled out of her seat, grabbed onto Sheela’s hand for support, and then slid down Tom’s back. As soon as she landed on the sand, she beckoned to me with a green finger. I tapped Kacerie’s hands so that she could unwind her arms from around my stomach, and then I dropped down off Bob.

“Do you need my help with something?” I asked.

Emerald nodded and then she held her hand out toward mine. Her strange white eyes and oval pupil seemed to bore into my own eyes, and I reached out hesitantly to hold her hand. She smiled as soon as we touched, and then she began to blur. Suddenly there were two Emeralds standing before me, and they both gave me mirror image smiles before the one that wasn’t holding my hand turned around and ran northward.

“Do you need to touch someone to clone yourself?” I asked the Emerald whose hand I still held. The beautiful woman nodded at me, and her fingers squeezed me three times.

We all watched the clone Emerald reach the part of the jungle with the trail heading toward the canyon. Even though she was wearing a white blouse and black slacks, her skin and hair blended in with the leaves, and I almost couldn’t tell when she turned to take the trail.

“Ugh,” Trel sighed, and we all glanced up at her. “We shouldn’t let her go alone.”

“You were the one who didn’t want to come in the first place,” Liahpa pointed out.

“Of course! But now that we are here, I don’t like the idea of sending one of our own out into danger, even if it is a clone. Emerald, does it hurt when the clone dies?”

The woman who held my hand shook her head and then pointed to my hand.

“It doesn’t hurt when you hold onto someone else?” I asked. She nodded, and I looked back down to where my fingers held her. “I won’t let go, then.”

“I just hate waiting,” Trel moaned a few minutes later. “If they are under attack, then we--”

Emerald’s white eyes opened large, and she patted the palm of her hand I didn’t hold to her chest. Before I could ask her what had happened, she frantically pointed to the next sand dune to our south, and I commanded all the dinos to run over so that we wouldn’t be seen. Emerald and I followed, and then we flopped down on our stomachs so we could peer over the edge. Ten seconds later, a trio of muscular men ran out of the jungle. One had wild blue hair and white skin, another had dark brown skin and legs that appeared goat-like, and the last one had dark black angel wings coming out of his back and horns coming out of his shoulders and forearms. The three of them carried bows, and they turned to look around the beach suspiciously.

Emerald and I flattened our bodies into the dunes more, and I held my breath while I watched them turn and talk to each other. I couldn’t hear what they said, but after half a minute, the one with the blue hair motioned up and down the beach, and then the other two nodded before they walked back into the jungle.

“Those guys look strong,” I said as I crawled backward. “Emerald, did they kill your clone?”

The green-scaled woman nodded her head and then made a motion with her fingers that looked like running.

“You tried to run, and they got you?”

She nodded, and I felt myself get angry, even though I knew that Emerald was still alive.

“What did you see?” I asked.

The rest of the women got off their dinos, and we stood around the green scaled woman as she squatted. With her finger, she began to draw a map in the sand, and she nodded when I began to label the beach, jungle, cliff walls, and fort. Then she tapped the center area that was right before the rope bridge and pointed back in the direction of the jungle.

“The men are there?” I asked, and she nodded.

“They haven’t made it into the fort?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“How many are there?” I asked, and Emerald flashed her five fingers three times.

“Fifteen?” I asked, and she nodded again.

“What kind of weapons are they holding?” Sheela asked, and Emerald made a motion as if she was pulling a bow, thrusting a spear, or throwing what looked like a baseball.

“Bow, spear, and… I don’t know what the last one is,” Kacerie said.

Emerald nodded and then made a motion with her hands as if she was using a drill to start a fire.

“They are throwing fire?” I asked, and Emerald gave me a big smile as she clapped her hands.

“They throw fire? That sounds dangerous,” Kacerie said.

“Will-Lack called them the Burners,” I said. “But I know someone who shoots beams of light out of her hands, so I’m not worried.”

“Ha,” Kacerie let out a laugh, but she still looked a bit concerned.

“Fifteen seems like too many,” Liahpa said. “We are only six.”

“You are forgetting about Victor’s dinosaurs,” Trel groaned. “They will trample over fifteen idiots like nothing. Let’s go destroy them.”

“Not even an hour ago you didn’t want to come,” Liahpa pointed out.

“But now we are here, so let’s just do what we came to do and then go home. My strategy is reasonable. We have dinosaurs, they do not so we will win. Victor?” Trel looked at me with her eyebrows raised, and they all turned to me.

“We can’t fit the trikes through the trail, it is too narrow. If they forced their way through, we’d make a ton of noise.” I looked down at the map and then tried to recall everything I could about the canyon. Then an idea flooded my brain like the rain had flooded Dinosaurland.

“This is a cul-de-sac,” I said as I pointed to the map Emerald drew. “The east side ends in a loop.”

Emerald nodded, but the other women looked confused.

“I have a plan,” I said. “Well, half a plan, the other half we are going to figure out after we climb up the canyon wall, loop to the other side, and then look down on these fifteen Burners.”
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Chapter 16

Fifteen minutes later we were crawling in a northeast direction through the dense jungle. I had positioned the parasaurs and trikes closer to the trail that would lead to Quwaru’s fort, but the troodons were escorting the five women and me through the jungle just in case something raptor-like decided to attack us. Even though we were far away from where the Burners were, I didn’t want to make too much noise, so we moved as quickly and quietly as we could through the dense jungle, and finally ended up at the bottom of a sixty-foot wall of rock, moss, and hanging vines. I knew that it was the backside of the cliff where Quwaru’s tribe lived, but the sight of it made my stomach drop a bit. I’d never been a big fan of heights, but I’d been rock climbing a few times at the gym, so I wasn’t exactly terrified.

Okay, so I was a little terrified of making the climb.

It had been close to an hour since Will-Lack died in our camp though, so I knew that Quwaru’s people didn’t have a lot of time. They might already be dead for all I knew, so the idea of climbing up the top of the canyon so that we could get a better assessment of the situation was what we needed to do.

“Uhhh,” Kacerie said as she exhaled. “I’m not sure I can climb up there by myself.”

“You will not need to,” Trel scoffed.

“I won’t?” the pink-haired woman asked.

“No,” Trel said, and then she walked to the cliff wall on her high-arched human feet as she looked up at the top of the cliff. Then her spider-legs moved against the wall, and she raced up twenty feet as if she was walking across horizontal ground. About midway up, she stopped, grabbed a hanging vine, and then looped it free of a rock with her axe, and then she moved up another ten feet to do the same with a second vine. Before I could say “Holy shit, Trel, that was amazing,” she had reached the top of the cliff and was knotting the vines together. Then she threw the bottom down and waved for us to follow her.

“I’ll go first,” I said as I eyed the vine rope. It looked way safer than free climbing, but my stomach still wasn’t happy about the idea. “Kacerie next, then Sheela, then Emerald, and then Liahpa. Wait till I’m about halfway up before you start.”

They nodded at my orders, and then I wiped my hands on my khakis before I grabbed the rope.

The vine was surprisingly strong, and I focused on passing my hands over each other while I pushed my heels into the cliff. After half a minute, I felt tension at the bottom of the rope, and I looked down to see Kacerie begin her climb. The sight gave me a bit of vertigo, and I quickly looked up to where I was going and saw Trel’s upside down face not even an inch from mine.

“Hello,” she whispered as she leaned toward me. I kissed her quickly, and then I realized that she was hanging inverted from the side on her spider legs. The sight made me laugh a bit, and then I stepped up the next few feet and pulled myself to the top of the cliff.

I helped pull Kacerie up a few moments later, and the pink-haired woman gave me a hug that pushed almost all of the air out of my lungs. After she let go, I helped Sheela, Emerald, and Liahpa up. The silver woman didn’t even think twice about taking my hand, and she flashed me a wide smile when she began to float in the air again.

I looked around the top of the rock formation after everyone was up and saw a few large vine trees, clusters of boulders, and a long stretch of ferns. The top was flat and in the shape of a backward “C” with the ends pointing to the beach. I noticed that the east side rolled into the hills and then continued to climb until it was part of the volcanic mountain range.

“We are above their fort,” I said. “The Burners will be looking in this direction, so we need to wrap around the other side so we’ll have less chance of being seen. I’m going to have the troodons move around the base of the rock wall and then try to get to the grass hill where Emerald pointed to them.” I gestured for the five women to follow me, and we jogged around from the south part of the “C” to the northern curve. Once we got there, we dropped down to our stomachs and crawled to the edge of the cliff face.

Emerald had been right in her count. There were fifteen figures down in the grassy field at the base of the hill where the rope bridge was tied off. The bridge had been cut from the fortress side, and the stone cut wall was covered with scorch marks, as if someone had thrown a bunch of fireballs at it.

Then, as we watched, one of the figures down below raised his hands and began to chant slowly. The other figures, who I now realized were all male, raised their hands in the air a second after, and the palms of their hands filled with a glowing red light. Then the man stopped his chanting, and the fourteen other men lowered their hands. They now carried what looked like flaming baseballs, and one of the men chucked it across the chasm toward the fort.

The tossed fire crashed into one of the stones near the door and exploded like a small grenade. Fire, ash, and smoke went everywhere, and the group of men began to laugh.

“We can do this all day and all night!” The man with the long blue hair and white skin called out across the gorge, but there was no answer from the fort, and another man threw his flaming baseball across. This one went right into the open door of the fort, and the men all let out a cheer as it exploded.

“Did we get one of you?” cried a man who had green skin and four arms. As with all the men I had seen so far on Dinosaurland, these assholes were all shredded with muscles, and a few even looked like Arnold Schwarzenegger during his Hercules movie days.

One of the men moved like a gorilla and was almost the size. His fur was green though, and he had a single horn on the back of his head.

Another man had green skin and spikes on his knees, elbows, and wrists. His laugh was the highest pitched of the group, and he kind of hunched over when he walked.

Another man looked almost human, but his hair dropped down to his feet, and it was weighed down with short fat spikes at the end. As he moved to throw his fireball, I realized that his mouth was actually sitting on his face above his eyes, and his nose was where my chin was. The sight freaked me out more than all the other males in the group, and his fireballs actually seemed to blow a chunk of rock out of one of the stone cubes at the gate.

“You should all come out now!” the man with wings yelled. “The longer you make us wait, the worse it will be when you finally surrender.”

“Ha! You think we are going to surrender? What a bunch of fucking idiots!” a voice called out from inside the fort. I thought it sounded like Emta, and the men all threw their fireballs across the canyon in one angry volley.

“I wonder why they aren’t taking that side walkway,” Liahpa said as pointed to the narrow ledge that traveled the wall of the canyon to the left around the inside of the “C” curve and then came around to the fort.

“There is a blood spot on the wall,” I said as my eyes focused on the spot. “I bet they have an archer inside who can get a good angle on anyone trying to get around on the ledge.”

“Ahh,” she whispered. “So, it looks like the Burners might not be able to get in anytime soon.”

“Maybe they will get bored and leave,” Trel hissed. “They are idiot men, after all.”

I watched the man in the center raise his hands again, and the other men quickly followed his example so that they got more fireballs. He had tusks coming out his cheeks that looked like sheep’s horns, and hooves on his feet. Maybe he looked a bit like a tiny demon since he seemed to be the shortest one in the group. He was still ripped though, and even though he hadn’t spoken yet, I started to notice the other men glanced over at him often. Especially after they yelled across the gap at the fort.

“The one raising his hands up to the sky for fireballs is their leader,” I said. “He has to die first, but we’ll wait until the perfect moment.”

“You want me to Lance him?” Kacerie asked.

“Maybe,” I said as I looked at the grassy space on both sides of the hill. Then I backed up from the ledge a bit and turned around to look at the top of the rock where we lay.

“I have a plan,” I said as I gestured for the women to move away from the edge.

“What is it, Victor?” Sheela said after I took a few more steps away and then turned around again to look at the boulders.

“We are going to hit them a bunch of different ways in two waves,” I said. “First, we are going to roll either one of those big-ass boulders down on top of them.” I pointed to the twin boulders that were over by one of the trees. Each was about six feet long and maybe four feet wide. They probably weighed a quarter as much as the table we had moved a few hours ago, but they would be devastating if they landed on someone.

“How will we get it over to the ledge?” Kacerie asked.

“We are going to use Trel’s pivot method,” I said as I gestured to my lover.

“Hmmm,” Trel said as she tapped her lip. “Yes. It will work. That one closest to us looks like it already leans a bit. We can probably lever it over easily with one of the fallen tree branches.”

“What if the boulder misses them?” Kacerie asked.

“That’s fine. I almost don’t need it to hit, see these big stones?” I gestured to the ones that must have weighed a few hundred pounds, and the women nodded. “We are going to move those to the edge, too. We’ll push over the boulder, and then Liahpa and Sheela will start throwing stones. They will be distracted by us here, and then the trikes and parasaurs will plow through the jungle to charge into them. That is the second wave, and while that is happening, the troodons will have snuck around behind. The Burners will be looking up to try to see where the boulders are, they will see the trikes, then the troodons will tear into them. I’ll lean over the side of the canyon over about twenty feet this way.” I pointed to our left. “That way I can control the battle.”

“When do you want me to use my Lance?” Kacerie asked.

“Right before we tip the boulder over,” I said. “We are going to get it in position, then wait for them all to toss their fireballs. Before he can do his magic thing to give them more, you’ll blast him, then we’ll throw the rocks. As soon as the dinosaurs are engaged, I’ll want you to stop tossing rocks down so our troodons don’t get hit on accident.”

“What if the men fight back?” Sheela asked.

“They are going to,” I replied with a shrug, “but we’ll get them confused, and then the dinos will hit them hard. Kacerie will be our insurance. She’ll have one more Lance to use, so if one of these guys ends up being really powerful, she can take him out. Anyone have any questions?”

“This is crazy,” Kacerie said as she smiled at me. Her blue eyes twinkled a bit in the sun, and I matched her smile.

“It isn’t crazy,” Trel scoffed. “It is Victor. This will work.”

“Trel, you are in charge of getting the rocks over to the ledge. You all need to move quickly and as quietly as possible. I’m going to go over to this side and study their group until you are ready. I need to try and figure out what their abilities are, and who is the most dangerous so I can have the troodons try and take them out first.”

“We will get it done, Victor,” Trel said, and then the women jogged over toward the boulders.

I moved down to the ledge again and then lay on my belly so I could watch the fifteen men. They had seemed confident and relaxed at first, but as I continued to watch them, I noticed that three of the men seemed to make the rest of the twelve a bit uneasy, and they were often glanced at for approval when one of the group yelled something or threw a fireball.

The horned demon-man got most of the respect, and I was still confident that he was the leader, or maybe second in command.

The one with the long blue hair and white skin also seemed sought after for approval, and he once knocked the man with the spikes on his knees and shoulders down when they accidentally bumped into each other while they were throwing fireballs. The third man was the one with the long hair with spikes tied into it. It could have been that he was a bad ass, or it could have been that his face was arranged upside down. Either way, the other men tended to avoid him, and I guessed he was extremely dangerous.

This was a bit more challenging than sizing up motherfuckers on my own world. There, I could just look at how strong a guy looked, what kind of clothes he wore, and how hard his eyes were. On Dinosaurland, each of these men had abilities and might have been the strongest of their entire species. One of these guys could possess a power like Kacerie’s Lance or he could have had something even more devastating. I was hoping I could get a hint by watching them long enough, but when one of the fireballs actually blew a hole out of the rock gate of Quwarus’ fort, I realized that they really didn’t have a lot of time left.

The fifteen men seemed to realize this also, and they began to hoot and holler with excitement.

Then the demon-man raised his hands to the sky, and my troodons slithered through the grass close to the cliff face so they could sneak behind them.

I turned to my friends and saw Trel, Sheela, and Liahpa shifting the big-ass boulder over to the edge. Kacerie and Emerald were using a branch and a smaller brick-size rock to push one of the two hundred-pound boulders over toward the edge, and I saw that they had already put six small boulders close enough to the edge for Sheela and Liahpa to lift and toss over easily.

It was going to be raining rocks in a few minutes.

Trel, Liahpa, and Sheela turned to me, and then Kacerie and Emerald pushed another stone in place by the edge. They both pivoted to get another boulder, but we had seven now right by the lip, and a few more within ten feet, so I gestured for Kacerie to come over to where I was.

“Ready?” I whispered as she slid on her belly next to me.

“Yeah,” she whispered, and I mouthed “On my signal” to Trel, Liahpa, and Sheela.

I commanded my larger dinos to begin to push through the jungle, and I fixed my eyes down on the group of men below. There were two more with fireballs left in their hands, but one of the missiles took another brick out of the fort wall, and the group let out a shout of victory.

Then the last one pitched his fire across the chasm, and I told Kacerie to do it.

The demon-man was about to raise his arms up, but then the pink-haired woman pushed her left hand down the side of the cliff and a brilliant beam of light shot from her palm. The man’s upper body disintegrated in a flash, and I pulled Kacerie back away from the edge so that the men down below didn’t have enough time to make out her bright hair.

“Now!” I hissed over to the wrecking crew, and Sheela, Trel, and Liahpa swung the boulder out over the side of the cliff. The thing teetered for half a moment before tipping over, and I heard a chorus of screams down below.

I slid back down on my belly in time to see the boulder flip over like a matchstick, strike the edge of the cliff, bounce off, and then cartwheel across the grass like a drunken sorority sister. The massive rock flattened three of the men as soon as it landed and then knocked the shit out of two more before they could get out of the way. It continued its tumble, and then bounced off the side of the ledge that led to the lake below the rope bridge, hit the other side of the canyon near where the salt pools were, and then tumbled into the water.

“What is--” one of the men screeched, but then a smaller boulder removed his chest from his waist, and I glanced up to see Sheela and Liahpa casually lifting up the hundred-pound rocks before they tossed them over the side.

The group of men was no longer organized, and they scattered in all directions. The big gorilla looking one ran toward the path that would take him around to the entrance of the fort, and away from the shower of boulders. My troodons were waiting though, and Velma and Daphne bit into the back of his legs while Fred and Shag jumped on his chest. The gorilla tumbled down into the long grass, but Scoob’s teeth were at his throat, and the man’s attempt at screaming just turned into a spray of blood.

Then I commanded the troodons to sink back into the grass and make their way to their next victim.

“They are up above!” Someone shouted, and I saw the man with the black angel wings jump into the air. His wings beat hard once, twice, and then a third time before he began to fly up, and I turned toward the rest of my friends.

“Sheela, we have company coming up on your right!”

“Understood,” the blonde woman said as she chucked her penultimate rock over the ledge, pulled her bow off her shoulder with a smooth movement, and then nocked an arrow. The angel-man ascended up with his face twisted in anger, but Sheela let her arrow go, and the shaft passed right through his skull as if it was made out of a tomato. He instantly fell down, and Sheela flipped her bow back over her shoulder before she reached for her last stone.

A group of men ran up the hill, but my trikes and parasaurs had just pushed through the jungle and they charged up the embankment toward the men. Tom, Katie, and Nicole were in the front with their horns lowered for maximum shish kabob action, and the men all screamed as they turned back around.

They weren’t fast enough, and they got mowed over by my all-star cast.

“That’s all our rocks!” Liahpa shouted as she lifted one that must have weighed five hundred pounds over her head and tossed it like a basketball. The thing traveled a good twenty feet out and then came down on top of the blue-haired man like a smart missile. He disappeared in a smear of red across the grass, and I sent my troodons in for cleanup.

They first took out the man with the long hair and fucked up face. He seemed to sense them coming and turned around to face Velma and Daphne’s position in the grass, but the males had already circled behind him, and they just took his legs out while the females pounced. He actually did get a scream out, and the rest of the survivors turned toward him, but then Daphne tore his left arm off with her teeth, and Velma silenced him by chomping on his face.

There were only four men left alive right now, but only two of them had any sense. These two stood to face the troodons, while the other two ran toward the cliff face. Bob ran to intercept them, and the big parasaur smacked them with his long tail like I’d flick a bug off a table. The two men went tumbling back with screams, and then my troodons were instantly on them.

One of the two survivors held his hand out, and a blade of fire appeared in it like some sort of fantasy lightsaber. The weapon looked all sorts of dangerous, so I turned to Kacerie. “That’s your guy.”

“Got him,” she said as she reached out her right hand. The blast of light traveled the distance in a blink of an eye, and the flame sword man turned into a small puff of ash.

There was only one man left now, and I commanded my troodons to hide back under the grass and slide toward him.

This was the big guy with the spikes on his elbows and knees. He looked a bit terrified, and he spun around in a circle as he tried to guess where the tiger-striped dinos would appear. The fact was that they had quickly circled the man, and there was nothing he could do.

Fred darted out to bite his hamstring, and the man let out a shriek of rage as he turned to try and slash with his elbow spikes. The attack missed since Fred had already retreated into the long grass, but then Daphne ran in and slashed open his other leg with her claws. This was a total drive-by, and she was long gone when he tried to slam his spikes into her.

Shag ran up behind him, jumped on his shoulders, and then cut his back open with his toe claws. The spiked man thrashed around and tried to grab the troodon, but my buddy was already gone.

The big spiked guy must have stood seven feet tall, and weighed about two-hundred and fifty pounds to the troodons fiftyish, but I was controlling the dinos, and I used their natural quickness and striped feathers to keep them away from the big man’s natural weapons. My opponent finally collapsed to his knees, but I waited for a few seconds to make sure that he wasn’t playing possum.

Then I sent them in to end him, and they did with a shower of blood and screams.

“We did it,” I sighed as my heart began to slow. I felt a bit light headed, and I closed my eyes for a few moments. I felt Kacerie’s hands on my shoulder, and I could hear her voice calling out to me as if I was far away.

“What was that?” I asked as I blinked my eyes and looked at her.

“You okay?” she asked. “Your eyes kind of rolled back in your head.”

“I’m good,” I sighed and then moved to stand up. My legs were a bit wobbly, but she wrapped her arm through mine and helped me stand as Trel, Sheela, Emerald, and Liahpa ran over to me.

Trel and Sheela both hugged me, and I wrapped my arms around each of them as Trel showered my face with kisses.

“I knew you could do it,” Trel said after her tenth kiss. “No one can stand against you.”

“Well, they weren’t really against me,” I laughed. “We ambushed them. It might have been a lot different if they had known we were here.”

“But they did not, so we have won.” Sheela smiled at me, and I pulled her mouth to mine so that I could kiss her.

“Good job, Victor,” Liahpa said once both Trel and Sheela had released me.

“You too, Liahpa,” I said as I nodded to her. “The boulder helped, and we couldn’t have moved it without you.”

“Glad to be part of a team,” she said with a wide smile.

Emerald hugged me, and I wrapped my hands around her narrow waist. She smelled a bit like lavender, and I was a bit taken aback when she pushed her lips into mine and flicked her tongue into my mouth. I still returned her kiss, and then she stepped away from me. Her white eyes seemed to have a hungry intensity, and I felt a chill of desire descend my spine. She was so weird looking, but also crazy sexy.

“I want you all to stay back away from the cliff’s edge a bit,” I said as I walked to the ledge. “Just in case we need to keep our exact number secret.

“Yes, Victor,” Sheela said, and I flicked on my Eye-Q as I walked.

My display still had 4 women under the tab: Galmine, Trel, Sheela, and Kacerie.

I risked a quick look back at Emerald and Liahpa. I didn’t know exactly what triggered the system to put their names down, but I guessed that it was loyalty. It had only been a few days since they arrived in our camp, so I knew that I still had to work with them, but I was a bit surprised Emerald wasn’t on there, especially after she kissed me. Then again, it had only been a few days, and her people might have been fine with displaying lots of affection. Galmine expressed that she wanted to sleep with me long before she was added to my Eye-Q, but something about Emerald’s white predator-looking eyes kind of creeped me out, and I knew I wasn’t going to feel comfortable around her until she was added to my Eye-Q.

I stepped to the edge of the cliff and looked down at the fort in the mouth of the cave. I could see some movement inside the depths there, but standing near the edge was also making my stomach a bit queasy, so I sat down and let my feet dangle over the side.

“Victor?” a voice called out from inside the cave.

“Yeah,” I shouted back. “Will-Lack came to get me.”

A few moments after I spoke, Quwaru stepped out of the entrance and looked up at me from across the ravine. Then she looked at my dinosaurs. I had made the troodons hide in the grass again, but the three large parasaurs and trikes were rather obvious.

“So, you can control the beasts on this world.”

“Is that a question?” I asked.

“No,” she replied with a laugh. “I can see the proof.”

“Yeah,” I said as I shrugged.

“Soooooo, I guess we owe you more than a few barrels of salt.”

“Yeah,” I replied. “You owe me your lives, so let’s talk about how you are going to pay me back.”

She opened her mouth, and seemed to consider her next words, but then Tom snorted and stomped his foot. The sound wasn’t as loud as boulders crashing down or fireballs being thrown against rock, but it still filled the gorge with the authoritative drum beat of power.

“Okay,” she said. “We’ll do whatever we can to make you happy. Tell us what you want, Victor.”

End of book 3
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Thank you for reading this novel! What was your favorite part of Tamer? Which woman do you like the best? Do you want to read another Tamer novel? Let me know in your review! Click here!

A letter from the author:

Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read the next Tamer novel- I’ve got a bit of bad news for you. Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when book 4 comes out. They also won’t tell you when book 5, 6, 7 etc... are published. You’ll probably never know about my next book, and you’ll be left wondering what happened to Victor, Sheela, Galmine, and Trel. That’s rather tragic.

There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when the next book is published:

1) You follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to my Amazon author page here and clicking on the Follow button that is under the picture of me riding my mountain bike. If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

2) You join my Facebook Fan group and follow me on my Facebook page. Then you’ll know when I come out with a new book.

3) You join my mailing list by clicking here. When you join, you’ll also get my fantasy novella Rose Boy for free-- as well as concept art for my best selling Star Justice series (have you read that yet? You should).

Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published. If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about our my release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join Victor, Sheela, Trel, and Galmine on their next adventure.

-----------------------

Want more harem novels? You’ll love Michael-Scott’s International best selling Star Justice series!

Get it here:

USA

UK

Germany

Australia

Canada
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